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For my husband, Basil –


I love him as much today as when we


first met during the Burma Campaign


— Madge Lambert


This book is dedicated to the finest


generation in British history


— Robert Blair
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Prologue


BURMA, SPRING 1945


Madge felt as if she’d only just dropped into an exhausted sleep when the rustle of the tent flap jerked her awake again.


‘Good morning, girls. It’s time for duty. We’ve got a very busy few hours ahead of us,’ the staff sister said, her flickering hurricane lamp held high.


Operating on autopilot, Madge pulled the single sheet free of her camp bed and opened a gap in the heavy-duty mosquito net, before bending to turn her shoes upside down to ensure tarantulas or snakes hadn’t snuck in during the night. Finally she slipped on her khaki nursing uniform. She could hear the other nurses around her doing the same, everyone quietly getting ready to face the new day.


The nurses were staffing a casualty clearing station in Burma, close to the front line, where Lieutenant General William Slim’s 14th Army were involved in brutal hand-to-hand combat as they forced the Japanese back south towards the capital of Rangoon.


It was two hours before dawn but it was already humid as Madge and five other nurses carefully picked their way down the slope on which their tent was pitched. The Arakan jungle surrounded them, the trees looming black shapes in the darkness. They were headed for the operating theatre – another tent housing two large trestle tables on which weary doctors performed daily miracles on Allied troops, who often suffered horrendous, life-changing injuries.


The faintest of movements deep in the shadows of the valley caught Madge’s eye as the nurses approached the tent. Soldiers ran from their camouflaged guard posts to help the exhausted bearers, who came into sight carrying a wounded comrade on a stretcher.


The injured man was taken straight into the tent, where Madge helped cut his blood-soaked clothes away and cleaned him up in preparation for surgery. She recognised the severe shrapnel damage caused by a Japanese shell exploding. Goodness me, that left arm doesn’t look good, she thought to herself as a drip was inserted in the other arm to counter the effects of dehydration.


The operating team carefully removed embedded metal fragments and fought long and hard to save the damaged limb, but they soon became resigned to the fact that the young soldier would have to spend the rest of his life with just one arm. The amputation took place shortly before dawn. Minutes later the sombre silence that had engulfed the operating tent was broken by the thunder of the 14th Army heavy artillery pounding forward Japanese positions.


‘When he starts to come round, I want you to take extreme care that he doesn’t accidentally discover he’s lost his arm,’ the surgeon said. ‘The shock to the system could be very damaging. I will tell him myself when he’s in a fit state to take it in.’


Madge knew that within forty-eight hours the patient would be taken to a landing strip and flown by a DC-3 to one of the military hospitals in Chittagong or Calcutta.


On the other operating table there was a lance corporal who had been hit by a bullet that seemed to have gone straight through his shoulder. Madge didn’t know whether to laugh or weep when he gave her a cheeky wink just before the anaesthetic took effect.


‘The bravery of these boys is amazing,’ Madge whispered to her friend Vera.


Eventually the nurses were ordered to get something to eat and grab a few hours’ sleep. They had been on duty for almost twenty-four of the previous thirty hours.


When Madge was working, she was too busy to think about the danger she was in or what would happen if the Japanese overran the camp. Now, as her head hit her pillow, she was too tired to worry. Images from the shift ran through her mind – the shrapnel fragments clunking into a waste container, the young soldier’s arm being amputated. She pushed them to one side and thought instead of her mother and sisters back in High Wycombe, wondering what they would be doing now.


Nurse Madge Graves was twenty-one years of age and a very long way from home.




1


The India Office


Madge woke with a knot in her stomach. Today her future would be decided. She got out of bed in her tiny room at the nurses’ home at Stoke Mandeville Hospital and instantly began worrying about the questions she would be asked at the interview in London later that day. She leaned across her ageing bedside cabinet to pull the curtain back and open the window to let the fresh spring air into the little box room where she had slept since starting as a trainee in 1941, almost three years earlier.


As she made her way along the corridor for an early morning bath, Madge smiled at two fellow trainee nurses whispering anxiously together. Perhaps they’re going to London for the interviews too, she wondered. They look as worried as I feel. Back in her room, she brushed her short fair hair until it shone, opened her excuse for a wardrobe and put on her freshly laundered nursing uniform. Make-up was banned when the nurses were on duty in the wards and for that reason she decided not to wear any for her interview, not even the slightest trace of lipstick. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, she said to herself, before strolling to the spacious whitewashed dining hall and sitting down at one of two long trestles which served as tables. Senior staff like Matron and the ward sisters sat at one trestle, along with experienced nurses from the Emergency Medical Service. Madge, who was a junior, sat at the other table with the trainees.


Madge had her usual simple breakfast of tea and two slices of toast, covered with the merest scraping of butter. How she longed for the day when rationing was over and she could have a real slathering of butter. Madge tried to calculate the last time she’d had such a luxury and worked out it had to be more than four years ago. The first round of rationing had come in January 1940, and now it was April 1944.


When she was finished, she walked the short distance from the nurses’ home to the hospital reception area, where she had arranged to meet her friends Vera Clark and Phyl Irvine, who would be joining her on the early train from Aylesbury station to Marylebone. Madge smiled as her two fellow nurses, who were rarely punctual, surprisingly arrived bang on time. Vera was dark-haired, outspoken and proud to be a northerner. Phyl was fair-haired and quieter. Once the trio got to Marylebone the plan was to make their way to the India Office in Whitehall for their day-long test.


As the minutes ticked by, the three young women became increasingly worried. The green six-seater van that masqueraded as official hospital transport was notoriously unreliable. Madge was the first to hear it come coughing and wheezing round the corner.


‘Thank goodness you’re here, William!’ she said to the driver.


‘The ignition again! Sorry, girls. Squeeze in.’


‘What do you think our chances are?’ Madge asked the other girls as they set off for the station.


‘I heard it’s a jolly hard test,’ said Vera. She looked uncharacteristically edgy, but still kept her sense of humour and pretended to snap at the driver when he cheerfully said she sounded like a Geordie.


‘William, that is absolute heresy. I’m from Sunderland and we’re Macams, not Geordies,’ she said with a grin as she winked at the other girls.


The bit of fun encouraged a very nervous Phyl to chip in. ‘I’ve never even been to Whitehall!’


The train was a good twenty minutes late, but Madge had wisely allowed an extra hour in case of emergencies and it gave the girls time to chat about the questions they might be asked at the India Office. All three had responded to a plea from Lord Louis Mountbatten for nurses to bolster the overworked and understaffed Allied medical units in the Burma Campaign of the Second World War.


Mountbatten, since his appointment as Commander of the South East Asia Command in 1943, had made repeated requests for more nurses but was still getting nowhere until he enlisted the help of his wife, Lady Edwina Mountbatten, Superintendent-in-Chief of the St John Ambulance Brigade.


Firebrand Edwina organised a conference of the relevant authorities at the very same India Office where the nurses’ interviews were to take place and circumvented any further objections by having a quiet chat with an old friend, Winston Churchill. Sure enough, Lord Louis promptly received word that approval had been granted for the first 250 VAD nurses to travel to India.


Pamphlets were sent to hospitals nationwide and when Phyl saw one on the nurses’ noticeboard at Stoke Mandeville Hospital she had a quick conflab with Madge and Vera, then arranged for them to go to a cafe on Aylesbury High Street to talk further.


‘Things are so quiet at the hospital, it’s definitely worth considering,’ said Vera.


‘All we do is clean the wards, make beds and prepare cotton wool swabs,’ Madge chimed in.


‘Exactly!’ Vera went on. ‘So all things considered, it’s worth having a go.’


The girls laughed at the memory as they stood on the platform, but the conversation had dried up and the longer they waited, the more worried they became about the reason for the delay. Eventually the train arrived and the girls piled into their carriage, and for a while at least, their trepidation over the test that lay ahead was replaced by excitement.


‘This feels like a real adventure!’ Phyl said as they made themselves comfortable for the journey.


A number of trains and many miles of track in and out of London had been damaged in enemy air raids, but luckily the Aylesbury to Marylebone line had been spared so far. An entertaining conversation, whispered as it may have been, took place as the train approached London about the number of smartly dressed little penguins they could see from the carriage window waddling around in bowler hats. When the three young nurses spotted the India Office as they walked down the smart street of Whitehall they were almost overwhelmed by the vast three-storey building.


‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ said Vera. ‘It looks like a French chateau!’


‘It’s definitely imposing,’ Madge agreed. She stared at the building, pleased to have something to help take her mind off the barrage of questioning they were about to face.


There was little time to enjoy the equally impressive interior of the building because the girls were quickly directed by a portly steward with his jacket sleeves overhanging his knuckles to the interview rooms, where their details were taken by a sympathetic, matronly secretary, who did her best to ease their increasing nervousness.


The young nurses had just enough time to wish one another good luck before they were taken individually to different rooms on the same floor.


‘I see from the notes here that you nursed in the services section of Stoke Mandeville,’ said one of the doctors who was interviewing Madge. He walked with a pronounced limp and had a hint of grey round the temples, but was very charming and relaxed.


‘Yes, that’s right,’ she answered, before they began a lengthy discussion about how to deal with bullet and shrapnel wounds.


Eventually he asked, ‘So, Nurse Graves, do you have experience of nursing abroad?’


Madge, smiling, replied, ‘Not yet, but I’m keeping my fingers crossed!’


Yet still the questions came. Would she be prepared to nurse Indian soldiers? What were the early symptoms of gangrene? What was the cause of and treatment for malaria and had she read about the sterilisation of medical equipment in field-hospital conditions? Had she any experience in the use of the new wonder drug, penicillin?


After four hours of intense questioning, another particularly stern interviewer with a big, bushy moustache nodded to Madge that she could return to the waiting room. Phyl and Vera were already there, along with three other unknown nurses, who were all sitting next to one another on the hard wooden chairs looking quite stunned. Madge gave Phyl and Vera a nod as she sat down. The whole room was silent as the interviewees reflected on the past few hours. A secretary brought in tea and biscuits as they waited to hear what their fate would be.


As Madge nibbled on a bit of shortbread, she began to wonder if she was doing the right thing after all. It dawned on her all of a sudden that if she was successful, she’d soon be leaving England for the first time, moving away from her family. She’d already let Stoke Mandeville know that she was applying, and in addition had promised her sisters Doris and Doreen her winter clothes when she left because she had the strangest of feelings that she would not be returning to England any time soon, if at all. She was too young to really believe that she might die, but still she vowed to keep a diary of her adventures abroad for her sisters so they would have something to remember her by if she didn’t make it back.


Madge thought the interview had gone well, but as the minutes turned to an hour she started to fret. At last the door swung open and every nurse in the room sat bolt upright as a woman with immaculately coiffed hair, scarlet lipstick and a sharply pressed St John Ambulance Brigade uniform walked in. Madge gave an audible gasp as she realised it was Lady Mountbatten! She had seen photographs of her in magazines but she was far more striking in person. The nurses watched, starstruck, as Lady Mountbatten took her place at the imposing desk, her pristine white gloves placed neatly alongside a leather-embossed folder. The regulation St John Ambulance black-and-white hat was worn at a jaunty angle and the white epaulettes sewn to her jacket’s shoulders stood in vivid contrast to the immaculately tailored black uniform. She smiled kindly at the young nurses in front of her.


There was a twinkle in her eyes as the society beauty hesitated for a moment, almost as if she was gently teasing them, but then announced, ‘Congratulations, ladies, you’ve all passed the selection test.’ Vera had her hand in front of her face to try and stifle the tears of joy. Phyl simply beamed from ear to ear and Madge was elated – could this be real? But her thoughts were interrupted by Lady Mountbatten, who fixed them each with a serious face and announced rather sternly, ‘Be sure to ask yourself, ladies, if you will be able to stand the heat.’ Madge was somewhat puzzled. She hadn’t been north of Watford, let alone overseas, so she couldn’t begin to imagine what the heat would be like in the Far East. On a good day in Dover, where she had lived until starting work at Stoke Mandeville, it was possible to see Calais, but a long journey was a bus ride to Folkestone and the sun was never more than warm.


Lady Mountbatten shook hands with each of the girls and they were escorted down a level and along the corridor to the Military Department of the India Office to sign a set of papers. An unsmiling official handed Vera her documents and then gave Phyl hers. Madge looked at him expectantly but he just peered over his circular, black-rimmed glasses and said without a hint of apology, ‘You are not legally eligible for service overseas because you have yet to reach the age of twenty-one. Permission is refused.’


‘But . . . But . . .’ Madge stammered as her stomach dropped.


‘I’m afraid that’s final, miss,’ the official said, before pointedly turning back to his filing.


‘Oh, that’s too bad, Madge,’ Vera said sympathetically, while Phyl gave her arm a squeeze. Madge willed herself not to cry.


As they made their way back to Stoke Mandeville she gave the matter some thought. On the one hand, when Mountbatten’s plea was issued, life at Stoke Mandeville Hospital had been very quiet and that had been a major factor in her decision to volunteer for service overseas. On the other hand, there had been huge troop movements for weeks. Nurses and doctors alike were muttering that the ‘big one’ was coming and that they needed to be ready. Perhaps, Madge thought, she’d be able to help just as much at Stoke Mandeville. And at least that way she’d be able to stay close to her family.


All the same, during dinner, Madge struggled to keep a smile on her face, and that night as she snuggled into bed she had to try her hardest to convince herself that staying in Britain was the best thing after all.


After a sleepless night, a somewhat dispirited Madge made the short walk from the nurses’ home to the hospital to begin her 8 a.m. shift. Even on that five-minute stroll numerous people asked how the interview had gone. She had a late lunch with her two friends who were understandably buzzing about the exciting, brave new world that beckoned. Phyl said she had looked at an atlas and couldn’t believe just how huge India was.


‘It’s such a shame you’re not coming with us,’ she told Madge. ‘That horrid old man in the Military Department of the India Office shouldn’t be allowed to make such ridiculous decisions.’


The kindness and support of both Vera and Phyl left Madge in somewhat of a quandary. She loved the fact that Mum and her sisters were just a short bus ride from the hospital, but she also felt that the way she had been treated was totally unfair.


That night, yet again lying awake in bed, thoughts whirling through her mind, she made a decision. I am simply not prepared to be pushed around like this, not under any circumstances. First thing tomorrow I’m going to set to work convincing them to change their minds, and I won’t stop hounding them until they let me go!


Over the next few days, Madge repeatedly tried, and failed, to navigate the maze that was the India Office telephone system until the kindly hospital telephonist, Mrs Hutchinson, stepped in to help. Day after day, Madge spoke to officials but simply could not persuade the India Office to overturn their decision.


Weeks passed into months and Madge became resigned to the fact that she would be staying at Stoke Mandeville after all. The rumours of a ‘big one’ sadly came true and Madge was kept madly busy with the volume of casualties arriving from the D-Day landings on 6 June. Many of those boys were in a terrible state and Madge found a renewed sense of purpose as she tended to their wounds and made them as comfortable as they could be.


It was a warm summer’s day and Madge had been on her feet all morning when she checked her pigeonhole for word from her sisters, Doris and Doreen, who loved receiving and sending little notes. Instead of the slim letter she was expecting, there was a thick envelope with ‘On His Majesty’s Service’ emblazoned across it and ‘India Office’ printed on the bottom left-hand side. Madge’s hands trembled, sure this would be final confirmation of the India Office rejection. She ripped open the envelope and read.




Madam,


I am directed by the Secretary of State for India to inform you that your acceptance as a member of the VAD for employment in India has been approved with effect from 16 June 1944, under the conditions set out in the enclosed memorandum.




Madge’s heart leapt. She’d done it! She was in! All her phone calls had paid off. She read on:




You will be entitled to pay at the inclusive rate of £134 per annum from the date of your acceptance until the date of your arrival in India. Issue of allotment will commence on the first day of the month following that in which you embark, and you should therefore conduct your private financial arrangements in this knowledge.


You should be prepared to embark for India at short notice. Detailed instructions will be forwarded as soon as possible and you should inform this department immediately of any change in your address.


It cannot be too strongly stressed that the utmost secrecy must be observed since disclosure by a member of her destination, location of assembly place or time of departure not only endangers the life of the member concerned, but also the lives of comrades. It is of particular importance that no baggage or personal belongings should bear inscriptions or initials of the destination other than the place of assembly.


I am, madam,


Your obedient servant,


H. G. Bull




Madge read the letter three times. Then went straight to the little room that housed the switchboard and was put through to Whitehall 8140. She waited for what seemed like an age before Mr Bull himself came to the telephone and blandly explained that whilst indeed their original decision to refuse Madge’s application was correct, on review, it was pointed out that the sea journey to India would take several weeks, during which time Miss Graves would celebrate her birthday, meaning that she would be of age by the time she reached her destination.


‘The application has been approved and, yes, you really are going,’ Mr Bull told her.


Madge was standing in somewhat of a daze with the letter in her hand as Vera walked past on her way to lunch.


‘Are you OK or have you just seen a ghost?’ she quipped, and tried to sneak a look at the document. All she could see, however, was a line that read: Miss Madge L. Graves, W5101845, VAD 125 IGH (C), SEAC. ‘What on earth is that all about?’ asked Vera. ‘It looks like a secret code.’


Madge was bubbling with excitement. ‘You’ll never believe it,’ she said, as she handed the letter over and added, ‘I’m going to be joining you!’


Vera’s whoop of joy was so loud that heads turned to see what the noise was all about, but she didn’t care.


‘I’ll get Phyl and we can all go into Aylesbury for a celebration lunch,’ she almost shouted.


Madge laughed and said she loved the idea, ‘But not today because I must tell a very important person first.’


As luck would have it, driver William was sitting outside the hospital in his battered old van and happily drove her into Aylesbury, and from there she caught the bus to High Wycombe.


By pure coincidence, as Madge got off the bus her mum Lily was waiting at the bus stop to go shopping. Madge was bursting with excitement and pride as she told her mum the news.


‘Your father didn’t like India at all when he was posted there during the Great War,’ her mother said, the shock clear on her face. ‘Do you think it’s a wise idea? Oh, but listen to me, you’ll have a wonderful time and you’ll be doing something truly amazing. I’m incredibly proud of you, love.’


Tears glistened as she wrapped her arms around Madge to give her a long and loving hug and then they walked back to the family home in Dashwood Avenue arm in arm so Lily could make her beloved eldest daughter a cup of tea.
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Friday Meant Steak and Kidney Pudding


Madge was only too aware that her service overseas would involve a number of personal sacrifices, and that the most painful of those would be being separated from her mum and her sisters Doris and Doreen, who were aged eighteen and thirteen respectively. Not to mention leaving behind the warmth and comfort of the family kitchen or, indeed, the mouth-watering family meals, so she made a point of spending as much time as possible with her family in the few days left before the start of her passage to India.


One day, as Madge and her mother sat chatting in the back garden of the family home, Lily talked for the first time about the early years of her marriage to husband Charles. Lily was born in High Wycombe and Charles in Dover in 1897, the year in which Queen Victoria celebrated the Diamond Jubilee of her accession to the throne.


‘Did you know,’ she told Madge, ‘the Great War broke out in 1914, when your dad was just seventeen. He wanted to do the right thing for his country so he joined the Royal Field Artillery. Most of his next six years in the army were spent in India. We got married soon after he was demobbed, but, as you know, he seemed to suffer from some sort of flu from then on . . .’


Madge went in to make a pot of tea and when she returned Mum said that after he came back from India Dad started work as a flour miller in Dover, ‘and we felt really blessed when you arrived. Then there was Doris and, five years later, Doreen. I was never happier than when your dad was playing the piano or the mandolin at your birthday parties,’ said Lily. ‘Do you remember how everyone wanted him to play at their parties? He could tinkle out most of the popular songs of the day, but he couldn’t read music. It was all played from memory!’


Madge knew all of this already but she loved to hear it again. She smiled and said her early memories were of the mouth-watering aromas and tastes from the Graves’ cosy kitchen, which was always the centre of the household.


‘Everything went on in there and you were forever baking or cooking something, but however busy you were, you always had time to sort out a problem, or kiss a bruised knee better,’ she said with a fond smile.


Of all the days of the week, Friday was by far the best because the Graves family always had steak and kidney pudding for lunch. By 6 a.m. on a Friday morning, Lily would have the sauce steaming away on the stove and six hours later the beef was so tender it would just melt in your mouth. The girls would come home from school at midday, as they did every day, and their father Charles would arrive not long after. Fridays meant that Charles would be in a good mood because steak and kidney pudding was his favourite, too, and every time he would have second helpings.


‘You know, I’m not sure if I’ll miss steak and kidney pudding the most or the smell of newly baked bread,’ Madge said, thinking of the homely, comforting aroma that regularly wafted round their cosy kitchen.


As the eldest, she was allowed to help her busy mum by slicing the bread once it had cooled and that meant she was first in the queue for a crust. But being the eldest also meant she had responsibilities. From the age of ten one of Madge’s jobs had been the weekly walk to the baker’s shop where old Mr Goodwin sold yeast, which, as Lily had explained to her, was the essential ingredient to make bread rise, and Mr Goodwin’s yeast was the best in Dover. One day, Lily was shocked to pull the bread from the stove and discover a flat loaf.


‘Maybe it’s a problem with the oven, Mum,’ Madge said, shuffling her feet.


‘Maybe . . . I’m sure it can’t be Mr Goodwin’s yeast,’ her mother said dubiously.


But the next day they had the same problem and Lily was certain that Mr Goodwin hadn’t given them their full tuppence’s worth.


‘I wouldn’t put him for a scoundrel, Madge, but we have to do something.’ And with that she dragged a very reluctant Madge to the shop. The old boy protested indignantly that he wouldn’t dream of short-changing a customer, especially one he had known for so many years. Madge watched as her mother started to raise her voice. It was awful! She couldn’t bear it any longer.


‘Mr Goodwin isn’t to blame, Mum . . .’ Madge felt herself going bright red and the rest of her words came out in a tumble. ‘I had a little nibble of the yeast. I’m very sorry!’ Madge’s stomach sank as she watched her mother’s face go as red as her own when she began apologising profusely to Mr Goodwin.


‘Not to worry, Mrs Graves,’ Mr Goodwin said, as the pair tumbled out the door.


Madge was given a stern ticking-off on her way home and she dreaded her next visit to the bakery. It took her a quarter of an hour longer than it usually would to walk there as she dragged her feet, and by the time she arrived she was almost in tears.


‘Ah, look, if it isn’t our little yeast snaffler,’ Mr Goodwin said as she walked in. Madge thought she might be sick she was so ashamed but was surprised to hear Mr Goodwin break out into kindly laughter. ‘How on earth can you bear to eat raw yeast?’


Madge gave him a grateful smile as he handed over the Graves’ weekly yeast portion in a little parcel that this time was securely tied up.


‘Hold on,’ he said, and picked up a block of yeast, sliced off a slither and handed it to her as a treat to eat on the way home.


Mum laughed at the memory of that little escapade and slowly drifted to sleep in the afternoon sun to leave Madge thinking about some of the other events of her childhood. She remembered a time when the arrival of a new headmistress caused a bit of a stir. There had been whispers all around the school and Mum had told her, not entirely approvingly, that this one was ‘a very different kettle of fish’. Madge adored Miss Radford at first sight. She wore a black suit, high heels and make-up. She taught history to Madge’s class and told them that her brother was Basil Radford, the actor who starred in many films, including Alfred Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes. Madge hadn’t seen that film – in fact, her mum hadn’t taken her to the cinema yet – but it all sounded very glamorous!


Miss Radford talked to the pupils about the Great War and she told the class that in his training, her brother had to stick a bayonet into a sack of straw and that he kept on having mental images of blood pouring out. One of the girls surprised Madge by almost fainting at the very thought of blood spurting from a sack, but Miss Radford calmed her down and went on to explain that the war had been a difficult time, particularly for the men who had to go off and fight. Madge looked down at her desk as she thought about her dad and wondered what he had thought about the war. She knew that he’d been to India, though all he said was that it was jolly hot.


‘This week,’ Miss Radford said, ‘I’d like you all to take part in recording your own bit of history. Please ask your fathers and write half a page about their war experience, and please bring it back next week.’


Madge looked up. She was determined to make her history project the best in the class. When school finished she rushed home and started planning her questions. Charles had barely been through the door a minute when Madge told him about the project.


His face paled and Madge knew instantly that she had made a mistake. He marched straight upstairs and wouldn’t come down for dinner. Madge knew he was furious because she could hear him telling her mother through the walls that he was going directly to the school in the morning to register a complaint.


‘That was the war to end all wars and it should never even be mentioned!’ he said to her mother. ‘There will never ever be another war like it and I don’t want her worrying about that sort of thing.’


It was the first and last time Madge raised the subject; she never wanted to see her father that worked up again.


By the time Madge was a teenager her father was suffering from more and more of his flu bouts, with nausea and very high fevers. During these episodes, he would shake so much that his bed banged violently against the bedroom wall. It was frightening for the family, who had never seen anyone quite so ill, but the doctors said he was just unusually susceptible to the illness.


At the end of November 1938, when Madge was fifteen years old, her father was struck by yet another bout of fever which worried the doctor so much he was admitted to the Royal Victoria Hospital in Dover. After a short stay there, Charles was transferred to the Royal Free Hospital in Hampstead, London, where he died just a few days later on 8 December.


Lily was determined not to let her grief at the loss of her beloved husband affect her three daughters and bravely insisted that life should continue as normal. To avoid even more emotional upset within the household she decided it would be better if Madge, Doreen and Doris didn’t attend the funeral. The girls were distraught at the loss of their father, but carried on as normally as they could, albeit with a sadness in their hearts that hadn’t been there before. Madge, still a teenager but that bit older than her sisters, was far from convinced by the doctor’s diagnosis that flu was the cause of her father’s death.


The fun-filled childhood that the three sisters had so enjoyed came to an abrupt end with the sudden loss of their father. Christmas Day 1938 should have been a time of merriment with a chorus of neighbours and friends crowded around Charles’s piano for hours on end. Instead there was just silence and sadness.
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War is Declared


The new year came and Madge vowed that she’d help Mum and her sisters recover from Dad’s death. As the months passed they all tried to put on a brave face, but couldn’t help but notice the gap at the head of the table where Dad used to sit.


On 3 September 1939, Madge, as usual, took her sisters to Sunday school in the stark Wesleyan chapel near their home, and found herself staring out of the window as she daydreamed. She had left school that summer, aged sixteen, and had enrolled at a commercial college to learn skills that included shorthand and typing. Madge had always wanted to be a hairdresser but you had to pay a hundred pounds to serve an apprenticeship and that sort of money was out of the question. Dad hadn’t left them much and Mum was struggling to get by as it was.


She suddenly realised the rest of the Sunday school pupils had begun whispering. The teacher was usually very strict about talking in class but she wasn’t at her desk in front of the board. Instead, she was huddled around the radio along with some of the other volunteers.


‘Turn it up, I can’t hear,’ someone said.


Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s clipped voice echoed loud and clear around the hall.


‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room in 10 Downing Street. This morning the British ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


Madge’s stomach dropped and she couldn’t help but think about the Great War and what Miss Radford had told them about her brother imagining blood pouring out of the straw sack and the way her dad had looked when she’d asked him about the history project. She didn’t normally pay much attention to the news but she had overheard her mother’s worried conversations with the neighbours about Hitler and everything awful that was happening in Germany.


Madge saw their teacher’s face blanch and, as the announcement finished, she quietly told the group to go straight home. Madge gathered her things and walked out with her sisters.


‘What do you think will happen now?’ asked Doreen.


Doris opened her mouth to speak but was cut short because they had barely walked out of the doors when an air-raid siren started shrieking. The sisters looked at one another, eyes wide in fear.


‘Leg it!’ Madge said, and the girls ran back home, encountering many panicked neighbours on their way, and hid under the dining room table.


‘Will there be bombs, Madge?’ asked Doreen.


‘Probably not, don’t worry, I’m sure it’s just a drill,’ Madge said, although she wasn’t sure at all.


The sisters stayed under the table, huddling close together, for what felt like forever, even after the siren had stopped howling. All three of them jumped as they heard the front door lock turn and rushed to hug Lily as she walked through the door.


‘It was the awful noise that really frightened us,’ said Madge, as Doris and Doreen burst into tears of relief at the comforting sight of Mum standing in the hallway. ‘Thank goodness you’re home. We didn’t know what to do.’


‘Oh, girls, you poor things,’ said Mum. Lily had been just one year older than Madge when the Great War started in July 1914, so she knew all too well the fear they were feeling. ‘Everything’s OK. It’s over now. Let’s all have a nice cup of tea and some biscuits.’


A little while later Madge caught Mum on her own in the kitchen preparing dinner. ‘I told Doris and Doreen I thought it would be better if they didn’t go out to play,’ she told Lily. Mum nodded in agreement. ‘I’m scared, Mum. What do you think’s going to happen?’


‘Oh, love. I don’t honestly know,’ she replied. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see.’ She sighed deeply before turning back to peeling the potatoes, and Madge could see the concern etched on her face.


By the following morning rumours about what the Germans were and weren’t going to do were rife throughout Dover. Just a few days later, the authorities began letting families know that instructions would soon be issued for the mandatory evacuation of school-age children from the area, probably to Wales. Raids by German bombers were expected sooner rather than later.


In fact, just two months before the outbreak of hostilities with Germany, the Civil Defence Service had issued a leaflet, ‘Evacuation – Why and How’, that explained the steps that would be taken in the event of war. Because Doris was thirteen and Doreen was eight and Dover was such an important port, making it a prime target for German bombers, Lily accepted the inevitability of another family upheaval. However, after losing her husband Charles, Lily certainly wasn’t going to let the authorities take her precious daughters away. As the early months of the war got underway, Wales and the West Country were being named as safe havens, but Lily had already decided on another venue for when the time came. She waited until Doris and Doreen had gone to bed one night and talked the situation over at length with Madge.


‘I think we should go to High Wycombe,’ she told her eldest daughter. Madge knew that was where her mum had grown up. ‘It was a safe place during the Great War and that’s where I would like to take your sisters when the evacuation orders come through,’ she said. ‘And I would very much like you to come with us.’


The discussion went on long into the night because Madge, after completing the course at the commercial college, had just recently started a job with excellent prospects at Wiggins Teape, the paper manufacturers. John Husk, a friend of her father, had contacts at the company and had been very helpful in pointing her in the right direction. Of more importance was Madge’s ability to take shorthand at 180 words a minute and she was already a valued member of the company.


‘This job has real prospects, Mum,’ Madge sighed. ‘The truth is, I really want to stay in Dover and see if I can make a success of it. I’ll miss you all but I don’t want to be a financial burden on you any longer,’ she added. ‘It’s about time I made my own way.’


Mum reluctantly agreed to let Madge remain on condition that she lived with Beatrice and Mark Spice, her aunt and uncle. As a midwife, Mrs Spice was well known in Dover and always got a cheery wave from the many young mothers she had cared for.


Auntie Bea was a veritable font of local knowledge and told Lily that she had heard that plans were in place to flatten every single building on Dover’s waterfront so the army would have a direct line of fire if the invasion fleet of German Grand Admiral Karl Doenitz’s Kriegsmarine ever hove into view. That was the final straw for Mum. She took Doris and Doreen soon after to live in her brother William’s house at 97 Dashwood Avenue in High Wycombe.


Lily’s decision to take her youngest daughters away from danger proved to be a wise move. Within months the vibrant south coast port became the target of Luftwaffe bombing raids and soon become known as ‘Hellfire Corner’. When the night raids happened and the sirens howled, Madge often found herself wishing she had followed her family to High Wycombe. She would run to the air-raid shelter, looking up but unable to see the bombers in the pitch-black sky, and huddle up to her aunt and uncle who, like her, flinched every time they heard an explosion. As well as bringing life into the world as a midwife, Aunt Bea also became the neighbourhood ‘layer out’ of the bodies of people killed in the bombing and shelling.


Wailing sirens and strictly enforced blackouts became the norm and so intense were the bombing raids that there were spells of a fortnight or more before Madge finally got a night in her own bed instead of the Anderson air-raid shelter at the bottom of Auntie Bea’s garden. It wasn’t very comfortable but Madge soon found herself accepting it as part and parcel of everyday life. It almost became an adventure after a while!


During the day she was so busy with work and helping Auntie Bea around the house that she barely had time to miss her family. But after so many months apart, every time she thought of Mum, Doris and Doreen there was a tug at her heart strings. Auntie Bea was an expert at sensing even the slightest of emotional changes and over dinner on one of the few nights they weren’t in the air-raid shelter she very gently and diplomatically mentioned that she had been thinking of Lily and the girls and wondered how they had settled in.


‘I bet your mum is missing you,’ she said. ‘Do you think it might be time for a little visit to High Wycombe?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Madge, the thought bringing a big smile to her face. ‘I’d love to see them all again and have a bit of fun with my sisters.’ She sighed and the smile faded. ‘But getting there will be the problem. You never really know when the trains are going to be running these days.’


As luck would have it, a neighbour, John Husk, son of John Husk Senior, heard that Madge was planning a visit and kindly offered to give her a lift up to Buckinghamshire where his wife and children were also sheltering from the bombs of Dover. Madge was given time off from Wiggins Teape and after just a few days’ anxious wait, she set off with Mr Husk in his car.


‘It’s really good of you to give me a lift,’ said Madge. ‘Your father did me a favour over the job at Wiggins Teape and now you’re being so kind as well. I’m incredibly grateful.’


‘Well, we were all very fond of your dad,’ said John, as he looked at his watch and apologised for the length of time the journey was taking. ‘I had no idea it would be this slow.’


Road closures, checkpoints and air-raid warnings meant he had been driving for more than six hours.


‘I wonder when they will put the road signs back up,’ said Madge as they came to a T-junction with no signs showing.


It was almost seven hours by the time she was dropped off in High Wycombe.


‘You’re here!’ Doris and Doreen yelled in delight as Madge walked through the door, and they ran to hug her.


‘Hey, my turn!’ Mum laughed as she stepped up to embrace her daughter in a tight hug. ‘It’s so wonderful to see you, love. It feels like forever since we were last all together. And John,’ she said, ‘you must stay for a quick cuppa as a thanks for being so kind.’


The few days back as a family passed all too quickly and Doris and Doreen quizzed Madge relentlessly about the German bombers, and anything else they could think of.


‘Have you got a boyfriend?’ asked Doris, who was told by a laughing Madge that it was none of her business.


She played endless games of Snap with the girls and they even got Mum to have a go with a skipping rope in the back garden. It was almost like those happy days when Dad was still alive. Almost, but not quite.


Once the girls had gone to bed on Madge’s last night with the family, Mum grilled her on just how bad the damage was in Dover.


‘Come on, love, tell me truthfully. I’ve heard some terrible things are going on down there. And it nearly broke my heart hearing about all those hundreds of kiddies being evacuated to Wales and taken away from their parents. Auntie Bea said that the mothers were weeping even more than the kids. I’m so glad I brought Doris and Doreen up here when I did,’ she added.


‘Oh, it’s really not that terrible,’ Madge said, trying to stay as cheerful as possible before changing the subject, not wishing to worry Lily. ‘I’ve had such a lovely time seeing you all but I suppose I’d better pack for the journey back tomorrow.’


‘I don’t think so, Madge,’ Mum replied, fixing her gaze on Madge’s shocked face. ‘Everyone down the greengrocer’s was just saying that the Germans are going to land up on the south coast and there’s no way in hell you’ll be there on your own when the Nazis arrive.’


‘Mum, come on, they’re just rumours, and in any case, I’ve got Uncle Mark and Auntie Bea!’


But Lily had put her foot down and no amount of pleading from her eldest daughter would change her mind. There was simply no way that Madge was going to be allowed to return to Dover and that was that!


Because the port of Dover had been designated as a ‘Restricted Zone’ it was many weeks before Madge was granted official permission to make the journey back to pick up her clothes. By the time she eventually got there, the population of the town had halved as worries over a German invasion increased, causing people to pack onto trains carrying more than 800 people at a time away from the coast. Dover Priory station was eerily quiet and the journey had taken almost twice as long as normal.


Madge was shocked to see that many of the shops on her way back to the family house were boarded up, if not blasted to bits. She looked around in horror and clutched her suitcase with white knuckles as she came to the streets on which she’d grown up. In a nearby road there was a space where Mrs Hanley’s house should have been.


Madge stumbled on rubble as she walked towards her childhood home and, finally, stood in shock. The brick walls were still standing, albeit almost completely blackened, but the front door was open and some windows had been blown in. Madge felt a lump in her throat as she thought of all the happy times they’d had there as a family, before Dad had died. She peered into where the window had been and there, on the dust-coated piano, were her mother’s brown leather gloves, a treasured gift from husband Charles.


Madge stood outside the blast-damaged house as she remembered how Dad told the sisters that he had bought a special present for Mum’s birthday. After being sworn to secrecy the girls were allowed to see the gift that turned out to be the gloves, which he had bought at a shop near Dover Priory station.


‘Your Mum has lovely soft hands,’ he told the girls, ‘and these gloves will keep them warm in the winter.’


One by one the girls had been allowed to try on the gloves and they’d all laughed when Doreen’s tiny hands and wrists completely disappeared from view when Dad helped her to put them on.


‘They are so soft and smell really nice,’ Doris had said in awe.


Mum will be absolutely delighted when I hand these over to her in High Wycombe, Madge said to herself. Especially as they were the last gift from Dad before he died. She tiptoed gingerly through the wreckage, picked up the gloves and took one last look around the home that would never be quite the same again.
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Becoming a Nurse


The first thing Madge did once her move to High Wycombe became permanent was to start looking for a job. In truth, her real ambition was still to become a hairdresser, but she knew there was no way to find the money for the apprenticeship. Instead, with the help of an impressive reference from Wiggins Teape, she quickly landed a job in the secretarial department with Ernest Turner, an electrics company.


There was an active social side to her job and Madge soon became friends with Stella Peaty, who was a few years older and spoke keenly of how wonderful it would be to help the brave, injured soldiers by becoming a nurse. Stella’s passion made Madge wonder whether she might also be able to do her bit once she turned eighteen, so the pair started attending Red Cross meetings at Naphill, the headquarters of Bomber Command, where they went on a series of first aid courses and learned how to deal with medical emergencies.


They were encouraged to volunteer as nurses, but the plans were hit by a strange twist of events. During the weeks it took for the volunteer paperwork to be completed, Stella fell in love with and married Eric Moorby, an RAF officer. Just days after the marriage ceremony Stella told Madge, very calmly, that she would no longer be going to the meetings for she wouldn’t be volunteering now that she was married. Madge was disappointed to be embarking on her adventure alone but she enrolled anyway and within days she received instructions to report to Stoke Mandeville Hospital to begin training as a Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse.


‘Good on you, my girl,’ said her mum. ‘Although I’ll be incredibly sad to see you moving away to live in the nurses’ home but you won’t be far.’ Lily looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I’ll tell you what, I was never too keen on that Stella. I think you’ll make some much nicer friends at Stoke Mandeville. And by the way, there’s something I want to say.’


‘You’ve worried me a bit now,’ said Madge. ‘What is it?’


‘Only that your dad would have been ever so proud of the way you’re doing your bit for the country,’ replied a beaming Lily before giving her a hug.


On the morning Madge first reported for training at Stoke Mandeville towards the end of 1941, she woke with a sense of nervous excitement. She couldn’t wait to get started but she also seemed unable to control the feeling of butterflies in her stomach. She managed to eat only half a slice of toast, before slipping on her coat and shoes and making her way to her new job.


The hospital was divided into two sections. One was for civilian patients from Middlesex Hospital in London and the other was for the ‘Services’ and was staffed in the main by Emergency Medical Service nurses, a unit set up at the outbreak of war in preparation for the anticipated mass casualties.


When Madge arrived at the hospital reception, a kind-looking lady with glasses and a beaming smile greeted her warmly.


‘Hello, dear. We’re so pleased to have you. You young ladies are doing wonders for this country. I only wish there were more of you!’ She grinned at Madge, who felt a surge of pride rising in her chest. ‘Follow me, dear. You’ll be working with civilians to begin with, and Rose will show you the ropes. She’s been a nurse for donkey’s years so there’s nothing she can’t teach you and she’ll be pleased to have you. She has two daughters right around your age.’


Madge quickly settled in, but after following Rose around like a little duckling for a couple of days, her first unsupervised job was to clean the mouth of an old lady, teeth and all.


For Madge, this turned out to be her worst nightmare! The task made her feel so sick she instantly retched into a strategically placed bucket and had to be very careful not to let the old lady’s dentures disappear into the bucket as well when she cleaned everything up. Madge was surprised how quickly she got over that little hurdle and realised with a rush of relief that she could do the job after all.


Not all aspects of life at the hospital went as smoothly as the work, though. Her very first shift just happened to fall on the day after the weekly issue of hospital rations. Nurses were given a little string bag which contained portions of sugar, jam, margarine and bread to be eaten as snacks. But when Madge went to collect her allocation there was only dry bread left, and no sugar, which was important to her!


Feeling somewhat dumbfounded, and incredibly hungry, she asked the storekeeper, ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance I could have a little pot of jam as an advance on next week’s rations, could I?’


‘Sorry, miss, there’s nothing I can do because rules is rules,’ he said with a pompous sniff, and proceeded to dunk a biscuit in the cup of tea he was slurping behind the counter.


Madge was far too shy to ask other nurses if she could borrow some jam and margarine, so she ended up eating dry bread until the following week’s rations were handed out. At least I know the system now, she thought. I won’t let that happen again!
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