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1. THE DEPARTURE


THE CLARK family lived in a house in South London. They thought it was a nice house, for in the 1930s, when this story happened, people were pleased with a lot less than they are today. There was a front parlour, a kitchen and two bedrooms; what was known as ‘The Privy’ was outside and shared with other families. There was no bath but a big tub in which they all had baths on Saturday nights. There was no water laid on to the house, but in the kitchen there was a pump that brought in water from the water butt, which stood outside the kitchen door. It was all wrong that they had no tap water, but their house, like all the others in the street, had been condemned for years, so it might have fallen to pieces for any trouble the landlord took with it. Fortunately the children’s father, whose name was Edward though he was always called ‘Nobby’, was very handy with tools and patched the house up, as best he could with no money, when anything went wrong.


Money – or rather the lack of it – was something that was always there. Nobody spoke about it more than they could help but it was like a dying mouse in a cupboard, you knew it was there but somehow it hurt less if you did not open the cupboard door to look. Many people were pitiably poor in the 1930s. ‘No point in grousing about it,’ was Nobby’s philosophy. Most Thursdays, for Thursday was the poorest day of the week – part-time pay was fetched on Fridays – Rosie, the children’s mother, would say, ‘Potato dinner again today. There’s one big potato each for you kids and the water they’re boiled in for your dad and me. Try to stop the boys saying anything about being hungry, Laura, it upsets your dad.’


There were three Clark children: Laura, who was nine when this story starts, Andy who was seven and Tim who was five. Laura was a pretty blue-eyed child so sometimes, especially on Saturdays, Rosie would send her to the shops because occasionally she could get little extras Rosie could not. Oh, the pride Laura felt when she could run home with a bone with real meat on it or, as had happened once, a gift of a sausage.


Nobby, who was a docker, was by nature a cheerful cock sparrow of a man so it took a lot to get him down.


‘There’s many worse off than us,’ he would point out when times were extra hard. ‘They say up in the north the workers are downright starving! And one thin’ we do ’ave what is worth more’n money any day, we got a ’appy ’ome.’ This was true for in the Clarks’ tumble-down house there was a lot of love.


Being poor, and even being hungry, was something you could get used to; but being afraid and having no one to talk to about it was something new and Laura could not get used to it. She had tried to talk to her mother the awful day when they were fitted with their gas masks, but she never explained properly. All her life Laura had been scared of being shut up and that was just what a gas mask did to her. It was clamped over your face and there you were with your head in a sort of prison.


It was a Saturday morning when Rosie took them all to the Town Hall.


‘Now we don’t want no creatin’,’ she said. ‘These masks what we’re to have are free, a present like.’


‘Why do we want ’em, Mum?’ Andy had asked.


Rosie had seemed to think about that.


‘It’s the Germans,’ she said. ‘If there was a war – which your dad says there won’t be – there could be stuff dropped which is bad to sniff up. Well, these masks what we’re to have, we’d wear then.’


Laura shivered.


‘Who’d tell us to put them on and when to take them off?’


Rosie had no idea but she was not going to admit it. She had heard her mother speak of men on bicycles warning the public of zeppelin raids in the Great War. Doubtless the same system would work for gas.


‘Men on bicycles,’ she said with false conviction, ‘ride up our street they will and call out to put the things on.’


‘And then come back and tell us to take them off?’ Laura asked.


‘Course,’ said Rosie with even more false conviction.


In the Town Hall, with dozens of other flustered mums with their families, the Clarks had followed the arrows which said ‘gas masks’. When they reached the gas mask room, they had found at one end long trestle tables behind which were sitting rows of men wearing blue boiler suits and hats made of tin with a W painted on the front. Behind them were great piles of cardboard boxes.


All the waiting families were formed into queues so as they moved forward they could see what was going on. Out of the boxes came things that were rather like Guy Fawkes masks but frightening. Even Andy, who was not easily frightened, turned red all down his neck when he saw them. The masks were made of black India rubber with a sticking-out round metal nose. For little children like Tim, who was only four at the time, there was another sort of mask made like Mickey Mouse. Laura thought the Mickey Mouse kind were worse than the black kind for Mickey Mouse was meant to be a friendly character. Now, turned into a mask and clamped over the small children’s faces, he became horrible and, forcing the little children to try on the masks for size, caused such screams they could be heard streets away.


When the Clark family reached the trestle table Rosie bent down to whisper to the children, ‘If there’s a peep out of one of you your dad will take his belt to you when he comes home.’ Dad never had taken his belt to any of them and the children knew it, but they would not have made a fuss even if Rosie had not added, ‘and there’ll be a sweet each for those who ’ave be’aved nice when we get outside.’


After the gas mask fittings were over the gas mask cases were slung on their tapes over the children’s shoulders. Most of the children felt they were rather smart.


‘Now,’ said the blue-boiler-suited man who had fitted them, ‘from this minute, whatever you are doing, you don’t leave the house without that box. Some time, you won’t never know when, I shall call at your school and say “gas masks on” and what do you think will happen to the boy or girl what has left theirs at ’ome or, worse still, lost it?’


‘You’ll take a strap to them,’ Andy suggested.


Rosie was bitterly ashamed.


‘Don’t talk so silly, Andy, no one hasn’t never taken a strap to you.’


The man gave Rosie an understanding smile.


‘No strap,’ he told Andy, ‘but the sharp edge of me tongue, and I wouldn’t wonder if the school didn’t make you write out fifty times “I must always carry my gas mask”.’


Where Rosie found the halfpenny for three sweets only she knew, but they did their work. Outside, chewing their sweets, marching down the road with gas mask boxes swinging, the fittings seemed like a bad dream. Even Laura cheered up. The gas masks were out of sight, perhaps they weren’t really in the boxes at all; there was no need to open them to see. Particularly she didn’t want Mum’s box opened, for when the man in the blue boiler suit had put Mum’s head in a mask it had been worse than anything, for instead of being Mum she had changed into the sort of creature that advertised horror films on the posters.


‘What would that man really do if I lost my gas mask?’ Andy asked.


Rosie laughed.


‘Put you in the Tower of London, shouldn’t wonder!’


After a time gas masks became so much a part of all children that, between examinations of them by the men who had fitted them, they were forgotten.


Even Laura stopped thinking about the horrible things. Dad was always saying they were a waste of the country’s money for they would never be needed, and Dad was nearly always right. It was other things that made Laura feel as though she had lumps of ice in her tummy. Secret things that were going on. They began with letters from the school to bring home to Mum and Dad. The letters were taken by Mum and put on the shelf in the kitchen for Dad when he came in. Whatever was in the letters it was never discussed before the children. But what could be in them? Laura knew it couldn’t be a complaint about her work for she was doing well, she often got a star on her compositions. And it wasn’t Andy; he was the opposite to herself, never shy of anybody and always said what he thought, but he didn’t do anything bad like hurting smaller boys, certainly nothing that would mean sending home a letter. Twice Laura was driven by fright to creeping down after she was supposed to be in bed to listen in to what her parents were saying. It was easy to hear for the door didn’t fit. The first time it was about carrier bags.


‘There’s no way by which I could raise money for suitcases,’ Laura heard her father say. ‘There’s nothing left to pawn and what sticks of furniture we got wouldn’t fetch nothin’ even if we could manage without ’em.’


Rosie seemed to be looking at the letter delivered to her that day by Laura.


‘It says those what haven’t got suitcases can use pillowcases. But I ’aven’t got those neither nor nothing I could cut up to make them. As you know, all them went months ago. All we got is blankets and not enough of them.’


Nobby knew about the blankets. Gently, for Rosie was proud and hated to parade her poverty, he said, ‘They do say carrier bags will do. And it may not be far. Why, it could be Brighton.’


Laura had to scuttle back to bed then for her father moved as if he might be going to open the door, but she lay awake a long time worrying. Why would they want carrier bags? And where was Brighton?


The other time was worse for Laura heard her mother crying, not just quiet tears but great sobs dragged out of her.


‘I’m sorry, Nobby,’ she gasped between the sobs, ‘but I can’t bear to let them go and that’s a fact.’


Laura shivered. Where were they going and why?


Dad seemed to be holding Mum for his voice was muffled as if he were speaking into her neck.


‘Give over, luv! I keep telling you there’s no need for you to stay. I’ll manage. You know it said on that first paper, “Mothers with children of school age or under could be evacuated”.’


That checked Rosie’s sobs.


‘Nobby Clark,’ she gasped, ‘if you think I’m leavin’ you alone ’ere while I go off you’ve another think comin’.’


Dad said, ‘You know what I told you. If it ’appens – and it still never may – it’s the Navy for me.’


‘I know,’ Rosie agreed. ‘And I told you, even if you went into the Navy, I was staying here. Our ’ome may not be much but it’s all we got and someone’s got to look after it, so when it’s over we can all be together again.’


Then suddenly there were no secrets any more. Everybody knew what was going to happen. That there was going to be a war and while it lasted, which probably wouldn’t be long, all children in danger areas like London were to be sent to the country. Then rehearsals started. The children had to come to school each with a suitcase, pillowcase or carrier bag. In it there was only to be what each child could carry, which in Tim’s case was very little indeed. They all, of course, had their gas mask boxes slung across their shoulders. On each child was pinned with a big safety pin a piece of paper with their name, address and the name of their school on it. Each child also had a stamped postcard addressed to their parents to be sent off directly they arrived giving their new addresses. These rehearsals happened several times and became a kind of game, for none of the children could imagine being sent away from their dads and mums.


Then on Friday, September the first, 1939, it happened. There was what the children supposed was yet another rehearsal, only this one was called much earlier in the morning than usual. On arrival at the school it was clear that this time it was for real. For one thing Dad and Mum came with them to the school. Then out of Dad’s pocket came presents: for Laura a tiny doll, for Andy a ball and for Tim a small duck to float in a bath. Small cheap toys, but all that Dad and Mum could afford. Almost no time was wasted that day. The children were formed into a straggling procession and even while they were giving their parents a last kiss they were marching off to the station. Few children cried for it didn’t seem real what was happening. Laura didn’t cry because she had Tim to drag along, he wanted to play with his duck. But if the children didn’t cry, some of the mothers, following behind all the way to the railway station, did.


At the station the children were divided into groups and put into trains. Going where?


Rosie, choking back her tears, managed to be heard by Laura as she called through the window, ‘Goodbye, kids. Don’t forget to post your address. And see you look after the boys, Laura. They’re in your charge now.’










2. CHARNBURY


IT WAS a long journey, at least it seemed long to the hot, sticky, often train-sick children. Though, of course, they did not know this, the evacuation named ‘Operation Pied Piper’ had been planned for at least a year and worked on ever since. On that Friday and during the next two days 827,000 schoolchildren were evacuated to so-called ‘safe areas’ all over the country. So, of course, where any family was sent was just a matter of luck. The three Clark children might have been part of the group that went all the way to their destination by charabanc, or even three of the 23,000 who went by pleasure steamers to places on the East Coast, but their group was sent to the West Country.


On the train there were two grown-ups in charge of the Clark children’s group of forty-six children. They gave each child a sandwich and a cup of milk, they provided a basin and comforted the train-sick, they improvised a lavatory for their train had no corridor. Each coach-load of children was completely cut off from those in the rest of the train. All through the journey the train stopped at different stations and long queues of children, clutching their luggage, had been marched off somewhere by their grown-ups. Laura, her nose glued to the window, had hard work not to cry. Soon they would be part of a queue. But going where?


Laura, Andy and Tim were not train-sick. Laura had felt peculiar and had been unable to eat her sandwich, but Andy had wolfed it so the ladies hadn’t noticed. She had been kept too busy by Tim to have time to be train-sick. The train had only just left London when Tim said, ‘Laura, Tim wants to go ’ome.’


Laura had put an arm round him.


‘You can’t go ’ome yet, Tim,’ she explained. ‘We’re goin’ on a ’oliday first.’


But though Laura tried in every way to amuse him Tim would not be comforted. Instead louder and louder he kept up his sad cries.


‘I want to go ’ome. I wants our mum.’


Fortunately after about an hour of this, Tim grew tired and, lolling against Laura, he fell asleep.


Andy on the whole enjoyed the journey. He and several other small boys invented a game in which one side of the carriage was fighting the other. This caused the boys to make sudden dives across the carriage with the object of dragging an enemy boy to the ground, which usually meant both boys fighting on the floor amidst cries from the girls of: ‘Don’t be so rough,’ ‘You kicked me,’ or sometimes calls for help to the grown-ups: ‘He kicked me on the leg, miss.’ ‘Make them get up, miss. They’ll hurt somebody.’


Then one of the ladies in charge would separate the offending boys and put them back on their seats but peace didn’t last long, two more were soon fighting.


Suddenly there was a change. The ladies clapped their hands and called for silence. Then one of them produced a sheet of paper covered in names.


‘We are now in the Country of Dorset,’ she explained. ‘The country in which all of you are going to live. Our next stop will be a place called Charnbury. I will now read out the names of all you children who are to get out there. So please each child, as I call out your name, answer “here”. Then hang your gas mask cases over your shoulders and collect your luggage ready to follow me when the train stops.’


The lady read out a long list of names and each child answered ‘here’. Soon she came to Andrew Clark, Timothy Clark followed by John Donald. There was no mention of Laura Clark.


Laura felt as if her inside was turning over. They couldn’t be separated. Mum had said she was to look after the boys. But what should she do? The ladies were all-powerful. If they said she was to go to a different place could they make her?


Surprisingly it was Andy who spoke up.


‘Me an’ Tim aren’t goin’ nowhere not without Laura comes along of us.’


The ladies hurried down the coach.


‘Who is Laura?’ the one who had read the list asked.


Andy sounded scornful.


‘She’s our sister a’course.’


The other lady, who had noticed with gratitude the way Laura had handled Tim, said, ‘So your name is Clark?’


‘That’s right,’ Laura agreed. ‘There’s three of us, see.’


The ladies went into a huddle then the one with the list said, ‘I don’t know how this mistake occurred but we must try and arrange that you aren’t separated from your brothers. I shall add your name to this list. I am sure whoever is offering a home to the boys will be glad to have you too. Now, get your things and hold the little boy’s hand. I will lift him out of the train.’


Charnbury was a largish village. It was, like most of Dorset, a very pretty place. There were trees everywhere and flowers in all the gardens, even some flowers growing in the station itself. As the children trailed along behind the lady with the list they pointed out to each other lovely flowers growing in the cottage gardens. A man came past them driving a piebald pony pulling a cart full of sacks. He gave them a wave with his whip.


‘Hullo, kids!’ he called out. ‘Welcome to Charnbury!’


Even the most frightened cheered up a little.


The foster parents were waiting for the children in a hall known as the Scouts’ Hut. A brisk woman to whom most of the children took an instantaneous dislike greeted them.


‘I am Miss Justworthy, your Billeting Officer. If you children will sit on the floor I will introduce you to your hosts. Now don’t forget my name. Say it all together: “Good afternoon, Miss Justworthy”.’


Every child, even the smallest, did what they were told. They were too scared to do anything else.


It was unlucky that the children were not the only ones who did not care for Miss Justworthy: the foster parents did not like her either. They were willing, or at least had accepted it as their duty, to take in the children, but they would have liked to choose their own visitors and to say how many and of what sex they would have. Instead Miss Justworthy had insisted on coming into their homes and, having seen the accommodation, had told the householder how many of what sex she was to accept.


‘I wouldn’t mind a little old boy,’ one woman had said. ‘But my mother who lives with us is not so young any more. So couldn’t I have a quiet little girl?’


Miss Justworthy just hadn’t listened, but wrote on her list in a final way, ‘two boys’.


The foster parents were sitting at the far end of the room. Each trying to wear what he or she – it was mostly shes – hoped was a welcoming face. But they were local people, many of them the wives of farm labourers, and though they read a paper when they had time they had not, until they saw the children, known what years of unemployment did to people.


Most mothers, including Rosie, had done their best to send their children away looking decent. The boys’ shorts had as a rule started the day clean, and jerseys, though pitiably thin, were carefully darned. Few carried overcoats because they had been pawned. Nobby was hoping to get his children’s out before the winter. Laura had a navy blue frock which Rosie had bought in a jumble sale specially for the evacuation. At home the frock had looked good, even smart, but to the Dorset housewives it was a poor little washed-out rag of a frock.


The worst though was how the children looked. There had been nowhere to wash on the train. Every child needed a good scrub and it was of baths that most of the women were thinking.


The train lady who had the list was talking to Miss Justworthy.


‘It can’t be managed,’ Miss Justworthy snapped. ‘I was told to expect forty-five children of eleven or under and forty-five children of eleven or under I have billeted. And it’s not been easy. You can have no idea!’


The other train lady, the one who hadn’t the list, said, ‘Don’t let’s separate the family.’


Miss Justworthy evidently cared nothing for families.


‘I can’t help it. He asked for two boys and two boys he’s going to have – Andrew and Timothy.’


At that moment the door of the hall was flung open and in stalked an old man. He was the most impressive old man many of the children had ever seen. In spite of being old he had a completely straight back and he was over six feet tall. His iron grey hair was immaculately tidy and his face was the colour of a purple plum. He was dressed in a tweed suit which looked as if it was part of him.


‘Afternoon, all,’ he said.


There was a subdued murmur of, ‘Afternoon, Squire,’ from the foster parents.


The old man looked at the tired, dirty children sitting on the floor and whatever he had meant to say he swallowed. Instead he asked Miss Justworthy in a severe voice, ‘What’s holding things up? What these children want is a good meal and a bath in that order.’


The foster parents moved as if ready to take the child or children allotted to them and go. They were stopped by Miss Justworthy.


‘There is a hitch, Squire. I was told to find billets for forty-five school children of eleven and under and I have done so. We have been sent forty-six children.’


The Squire clearly thought nothing of Miss Justworthy.


‘Madam,’ he said, ‘you are the Billeting Officer and must make the necessary arrangements. Give me my two boys and we will go.’


Miss Justworthy was clearly glad she had a smart answer for him.


‘It is your two boys who are the trouble. They have a sister and they say they won’t be separated from her.’


The Squire did not show a sign of what he might be thinking.


‘Tell the boys to stand up.’


Miss Justworthy shouted in a military way, ‘Andrew and Timothy Clark, stand up.’


Andy was on his feet at once but Tim had gone to sleep again and Laura had to wake him. The Squire could see Tim was not conscious of what was going on so he gave all his attention to Andy.


‘Is your name Andrew Clark?’


Andy ranked the old man with schoolmasters so he spoke respectfully.


‘Yes, sir, but I’m called Andy.’


The Squire pointed to Laura who still held Tim’s hand.


‘Is that your sister?’


‘Yes, sir. That’s Laura. And Tim and me aren’t going nowhere without her.’


The Squire fixed his faded blue eyes on Laura.


‘Why did you not get listed for evacuation with your brothers?’


Laura was worried about Tim. He was a funny colour and might at any moment do something he shouldn’t one end or the other.


‘I was on the list,’ she said. ‘It’s just she’s’ – she pointed to the lady with the list – ‘got me left out. Please, sir, could I take Tim outside? I think he wants to go somewhere.’


Everyone was relieved when Laura and Tim were out of sight. The Squire, however, was turning things over in his mind. He had been a regular soldier and in those days had acquired a soldier servant known as a batman. When he left the army he took his soldier servant with him as butler-gardener-chauffeur-odd-job man. Pretty soon the man, whose name was Elk, had married and his wife also had become part of the household. She was the same age as Elk and Elk was the same age as his master so they were an elderly household.


When the news of the evacuation reached the Squire he had sent for Mr and Mrs Elk.


‘It’s about this evacuation. Have to do our bit of course. How many could we take?’


The house was small for what was then called a gentleman’s residence. There was the front room, in which the Squire slept, a little dressing room off it, a spare room with two beds and three living rooms. A bedroom and bathroom had been built on beyond the kitchen for the Elks.


‘There’s the two beds in the spare room, sir,’ Elk said. Then Mrs Elk had spoken up.


‘They’ll have to be boys, sir. This is a bachelor establishment, there’s no place for girls.’


So when Miss Justworthy and her lists had arrived she had received her orders from the Squire.


‘I will take two boys. This is a bachelor establishment.’


The Squire, however he might look, had not a heart of iron; he thought the evacuees pathetic. So now he said to Andy, ‘I’ll take the three of you just for tonight.’ He turned to fix stern eyes on Miss Justworthy. ‘This arrangement is for one night only. You will call to see me tomorrow at ten o’clock sharp. I am not giving a home to the girl.’
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