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To Helena Pozniak,

Mrs P, the bravest Polish lady I have ever known


GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS
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ARP – Air Raid Precaution
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CIGS – Chief of the Imperial General Staff

DMO – Director of Military Operations

EH – Electra House

FANY – First Aid Nursing Yeomanry

GHQ – General Headquarters

GSO – general staff officer

GS(R) – General Staff (Research)

IO – intelligence officer

MI(R) – Military Intelligence (Research)

MI5 – Military Intelligence (Security)

MI6 – Military Intelligence (Intelligence)

MOI(SP) – Military Operations (Special Projects) [cover name for SOE]

MTI – Military Training Instruction

NAAFI – Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes

NID(Q) [cover name for SOE]

NORCAP – National Organisation for Counselling Adoptees and Parents

OB – Observational Base

OSS – Office of Strategic Services [USA]

RASC – Royal Army Service Corps

SAS – Special Air Service

SDS – Special Duties Section

SIS – Secret Intelligence Service, alternative name for MI6

SOE – Special Operations Executive

STS – special training school

TRE – Telecommunications Research Establishment

VAD – Voluntary Aid Detachment

WVS – Women’s Voluntary Services


INTRODUCTION

An Invasion of Privacy

On 30 April 1940, Mrs Frances Cameron-Head received the unwelcome news that her home in north-west Scotland was needed for use by the military. She was in London at the time but hotfooted her way north as fast as wartime travel would allow. ‘When I arrived at Lochailort station there were only two officers who said the castle was half emptied and that they had no accommodation for me and I could not go to it. They have taken my three garages and planted tents everywhere, even in the middle of the farmyard without any permission from me or anyone representing me.’1

When she wrote those anguished words to her friend, Donald Cameron of Lochiel, she could not have known that she would never again set foot in her ancestral home, Inverailort Castle in the west Highlands. Her property had been requisitioned under the Defence (General) Regulations 1939 made under the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act 1939, passed in Parliament on 24 August, the day after the Nazi–Soviet Pact was announced. It gave the government sweeping powers to make regulations as appear ‘to be necessary or expedient for securing the public safety, the defence of the realm, the maintenance of public order and the efficient prosecution of any war in which His Majesty may be engaged, and for maintaining supplies and services essential to the life of the community.’2

The details of the act were of no interest to the eighty-one-year-old widow. All she knew was that she urgently needed somewhere to stay and that her home was no longer available. It must have been a very bitter situation for her. She was not alone. Many thousands of people, from dukes in castles to families in four-bedroom houses in the countryside, in coastal towns or Highland glens were ousted from their dwellings – some temporarily, others for the duration. A few, like Mrs Cameron-Head, never lived in their homes again. That the vast majority of people gave up their properties without formal complaint shows just how powerful the government’s powers were but also that people realised they had to pull together in a time of national emergency.

I first became interested in the subject of what happened to houses that were requisitioned, to the people who were evicted and to their wartime guests when I was on a visit to Harrogate with my nineteen-year-old son, Richard. I had always believed that my paternal great-grandfather, Harry Summers, had spent his twilight years living in the Majestic Hotel, dying there in January 1945. So I decided to visit and see if there were any traces of the long-term guest arrangements. The hotel lives up to its grand name, dominating the town from its site halfway up the hill and looking as much like a French château as an English hotel. It was opened in 1900 and boasted a lounge that ran the full length of the ground floor and a magnificent winter garden. It earned the nickname the ‘Yorkshire Crystal Palace’. I can remember thinking it was very grand for my Victorian great-grandfather.

At the outbreak of the Second World War the hotel was requisitioned by the government and the intention was to move the Air Ministry into the building. All long-term residents, many of them retired army officers, were required to vacate the Majestic and find lodgings elsewhere. However, this turned out to be a temporary measure as the expected national emergency did not happen and no bombs fell on London that autumn. The hotel received permission to reopen and by Christmas some of the long-term residents had returned. It later became an RAF Personnel Reception Centre for 850 sergeant pilots.

As it happened, Harry Summers had not lived in the Majestic Hotel but in the Prince of Wales, at the junction of York Place and Parliament Street opposite The Stray – such is the inaccuracy of family memories. The building is no longer a hotel but a block of luxury flats called Prince of Wales Mansions. It does not appear to have been taken over during requisitioning and my grandfather died at the hotel in January 1945 aged 80.

Nevertheless, my visit to the Majestic Hotel kindled questions in my mind about the extent of house requisitioning during the war. How were they selected? Did the owners have any choice but to hand them over? Where did they go? Who were the uninvited guests who came in such numbers? And what happened to the houses after the war? As I began to research the answers, I saw a complex and fascinating picture developing – far more colourful and fast-changing than I had imagined. It is a story that involves some startling, interesting, funny and dangerous characters and that, for people who know me and my work, is really what piqued my interest.

This book is not a charting of thousands of houses that were requisitioned during the war, although there will be some statistics that will give the broad-brush picture, but rather a series of individual, secret histories of houses that saw ‘action’ between 1939 and 1945 that ran counter to anything that had been experienced in their long and often colourful pasts. And because walls cannot talk, the heart of this book beats with the stories of people who occupied the houses during the war and the owners who shared their properties with these guests, and who were to live through years of dislocation, uncertainty and, for some, great loss.

Over the course of the Second World War, over 3.5 million evacuees fled to the countryside at one time or another in search of safety from the threat of German bombing. There were three significant waves of evacuation: one in September 1939, a second in June 1940 as a result of the fall of France and fear of a German invasion and a third in 1944 as those in London and the south-east fled the V-bombs. By 1945, over 2 million servicemen and women had arrived from abroad to help the Allies win the war. They came from all over Europe, from the Commonwealth and from the United States of America, who sent over 1.5 million GIs. The Post Office recorded 38 million changes of address over the course of the war, and that for a population of 38.5 million people. The impact of air attack on the capital and other cities meant that only 12 per cent of married couples could expect to be living in a home of their own by the end of the war. To put it mildly, this represented a monumental upheaval and reshaping of the status quo and makes for untidy history.

For the government, much bureaucratic cartwheeling and quick changes of direction were needed in order to keep abreast of the war on every front. From petrol, food and clothes rationing to health care, education and hospital provision; from munitions, equipment and uniforms to the secret services and the cloak-and-dagger operations necessary to prosecute a modern war – the government gradually assumed such minute control over the lives of its citizens that it could take over a person’s house at less than two hours’ notice. And then there was the army, the navy and the air force, all of whom needed to practise, train and practise more. A new kind of normality had to be established at a time of uncertainty and upheaval when no one really knew the rules, not even the government. And in planning for this uncertain future, the government realised that the civilian population would need to be taken into consideration in a way it had not in previous wars.

Much of the story of the war on the home front concerns the sheer chaos of numbers of lives coming together and contains multitudes of perspectives. We have a natural desire to tidy up historical incidents in order to make sense of them. But the fact is that two people standing feet apart and witnessing the exact same event could easily form divergent impressions. Two children separated by evacuation; a husband and wife working as scientists in two different laboratories; an elderly widow and her daughters – one working as a volunteer for the Red Cross, the other in the ATS might all have had completely different experiences. The examples are manifold. And because the Second World War was Total War it affected every single person – man, woman or child – in some way or another over a period of five and a half years. For children born shortly before, or during the war, it was all they had ever known. On the whole, it is the job of the historian to make sense out of the disorder – and yet sometimes it is interesting to look at history from the other end of the kaleidoscope and examine the messy.

Pared down to the barest minimum, the government had two roles: to protect the country and to protect its citizens. The two are almost mutually exclusive: ‘Because war means the organisation of killing and wounding it must also mean the organisation of services to heal and repair’.3 In his survey Problems of Social Policy, Richard Titmuss neatly summed up the paradox of war: in order to protect the country, every possible means of keeping ahead of the enemy militarily, tactically and with intelligence has to be explored and pushed forward with energy and focus. At the same time, the civilian population might be subject to brutal attack from that same enemy and needs, where possible, to be put out of harm’s way. This dilemma is at the centre of this book.

On 15 April 1937, the Committee of Imperial Defence – a body set up in 1924 to assess the potential risk to civilians of aerial bombardment in the event of another major war – decided to conduct a survey of buildings in all parts of the country to see what use they might be put to in the event of the war that was almost certain to come. The survey would also help avoid overlapping demands and conflicts between different government departments on the one hand and local authorities on the other who would have requisitioning powers for civil defence purposes under the Air Raid Precautions (ARP) Act. Such was the bureaucracy and the civil servants’ love of secrecy that the existence of this register was not made public until 1972.

The Office of Works took the decision that it was better not to tell owners that their houses had been earmarked, although some owners of very large properties were aware of the likelihood of their houses being requisitioned because of the experience of the First World War when many large country properties were used as hospitals. A number decided to offer their homes rather than wait for requisitioning, as it often meant they could influence to some extent who would occupy them. Owners of properties that were forcefully requisitioned had no say in how they were used. All that civil servants were allowed to say when asked was that compensation would be paid ‘on a basis which will be determined hereafter by Parliament’, hoping that invoking such high authority would reassure homeowners.

When war finally came, the owner was generally given no explanation as to why his or her house had been chosen and some did not know for what purpose it had been requisitioned until the order to move came. The owner had almost no power to resist the forced takeover of his or her property. ‘They found themselves with very little time to pack up valuable collections of works of art, or to carry out protection work to fragile decorations and architectural features.’4

Ralph Dutton, later Lord Sherborne, had to leave his house, Hinton Ampner in Hampshire, at short notice. He had just finished refurbishing it and was understandably unhappy that everything had to be stored away. He received a telegram on 29 August 1939 informing him that the Portsmouth Day School for Girls would be arriving in forty-eight hours:


It was a moment of intense bitterness: just as many months of work and effort had reached their culmination, all was snatched from me. Nowadays one is more accustomed to the buffets of fortune, but in 1939 I found it difficult to comprehend that I was being turned out of my own house. However, the situation had to be accepted, and picking up my suitcase, I left.5



Later he realised how fortunate he had been to have a girls’ school at the house and not the army. In a list of preferred occupants, a girls’ school would come close to the top and the army at the bottom.

Conscription was introduced in the spring of 1939, with units required to double their numbers so the need to accommodate large numbers of troops for training was ever-expanding. Certain areas of the country were favoured by different arms of the military: the British Expeditionary Force was largely stationed in Wiltshire, Somerset and Dorset before going out to France, while anti-tank training concentrated in the south-west where they would be out of the way of the Luftwaffe. Northern Scotland would become a training ground for the Commandos and Special Operations Executive, after their formation in 1940. By 1941 there were 2 million troops living in Britain; by 1944 that number had risen to 3 million. They all needed to be accommodated and, although many men lived under canvas or in camps, houses were needed as officers’ messes, headquarters for key figures, such as General Patton who lived at Peover Hall in the build-up to D-Day, and for training establishments.

The Dunkirk evacuation caused the first pinch point in the war, when there was a sudden need for large amounts of accommodation. Over 350,000 Allied troops were evacuated over the course of eight days; houses had to be found as quickly as possible. Some people were very cooperative but others, like a lady owner of a property in Sussex, were determined not to give up their homes. In this case the only way to deal with her was to take the house forcibly, locking the lady in the kitchen.

Some people tried to resist requisitioning, but by and large their pleas or protests were ignored. Lord and Lady Desborough received a letter in 1942 announcing that part of the park at their home Panshanger in Hertfordshire, would be taken over to construct a hospital for American wounded. Having tried approaches to various ministers, Lady Desborough tackled the prime minister himself: ‘Dearest Winston, would you be such an angel as to glance at the enclosed letter. We have simply longed, all through, to consult you on the subject, but could not bear to add one featherweight to your burdens.’6 The main reason she gave was that the hospital would be just 130 yards from the edge of an aerodrome, clearly a target for the Luftwaffe, and just 800 yards away from a secret RAF installation. She ended the letter: ‘I wrote this letter last night, and now the glorious news from the Middle East has arrived and we send you our dearest congratulations – for no people can rejoice more truly, or be more aware of what you have done for this country.’7 She signed the letter ‘Yours affectionately, Ettie’. The prime minister responded with a telegram to Lady Desborough saying, ‘Have received your letter and am looking into it. Winston’8. In this case it did the trick, but in most cases appeals to the government or to Churchill failed.

Very occasionally a case reached the press but there seems to have been little public sympathy with people who owned large houses complaining of unfair treatment. In the main, people in Britain accepted that the war would require great sacrifice and that everyone would have to shoulder a portion of the burden if the war was to be won.

An unexpected result of my research was to discover how much property was required by foreign governments-in-exile in Britain. The houses were mostly around London and in the south-east for obvious reasons of proximity to the capital and the British government. These eventually numbered eight: Czechoslovakia was the first to arrive in 1938, though it was not officially recognised until 1941. Poland followed after the fall of France, where they had been based at Angers. Next came Norway, including members of their royal family, then Belgium and Luxembourg. The Netherlands were represented by the Dutch government, Queen Wilhelmina and the Dutch Resistance, who would meet and plan missions in Soho. Lynne Olson, the author of Last Hope Island wrote:


Of the seven occupied countries that found refuge in London in the spring and summer of 1940, six presented their British hosts with invaluable dowries of men, money, ships, natural resources and intelligence information. The lone representative of the seventh nation, France, brought only himself.9



By the end of the year some 100,000 foreign exiles had taken up residence in London. By autumn 1941, the Greek government and the royal family arrived, the latter moving into Claridges, which became the wartime home of many other European royals. It is hardly surprising that the charity worker and diarist Vere Hodgson, wrote of London in 1943: ‘Piccadilly is such a thrilling place these days. All the uniforms of all the nations jostle you on the pavement…’10

One of the great delights of writing social history is researching and getting to know men and women whose lives had a major impact on the people they worked alongside. In the normal course of my life I would never meet such people, and if I had, I would almost certainly never get to know them well – just a fleeting handshake or a conversation with an elderly person reliving the past. Many of them had already died long ago. Yet in the course of researching this book I have had the privilege and joy of becoming familiar with the lives, through books and archives, of some of the most extraordinary men and women whose stories breathe life into the secret histories of these houses.

There is a broad cross-section of characters, including a sprinkling of literati, such as the author of Ring of Bright Water, Gavin Maxwell, who you will encounter in northern Scotland, not far from the island that became the fictional Camusfeàrna. He was described by a friend as ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’, quoting Lady Caroline Lamb about Byron, and indeed during the war he would often be found sitting under a tree reading poetry. He was a man used to living on the edge of society, with aristocratic connections and personal flaws, but in 1941 he found himself surrounded by similar misfits destined to become special agents to be dropped into occupied Europe. He was in his element. To me he was both frightening and fascinating, but his understanding of the natural world was alluring and the stories of how he inspired his students compelling.

Then there is the Roman Catholic scholar, Monsignor Ronald Knox, who translated both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible from Latin over the six years of the war while chaplain to girls and their nuns evacuated from a convent school. He is known by few today outside the Catholic community, but he was a remarkable scholar, a great wit and an infinitely fascinating human being. If I had ever met him I should no doubt have been tongue-tied, and he too, for he was very shy, especially in the company of women. However, through his writing and biographies, as well as stories from the girls I met and the Acton family, whose house they all shared, I hope I have been able to bring him to life for you.

Two prominent Jewish families offered up their homes to help the war effort. Their generosity and determination to stand up for everything they believed in is impressive and moving. It is good to be able to celebrate the impact of Jewish families who, only too aware of and touched by the atrocities against the Jews on the continent, were able to change lives and fortunes in a positive way. And both families left their magnificent country houses and art collections with large endowments to the nation, giving us Waddesdon Manor and Upton House.

The country house of a colourful peer, whose friendship with Joachim von Ribbentrop was so close that he named a bedroom in his house after the German foreign minister, became a nursing home where almost 9,000 babies were born. This appealed to me as a clarion call for the future in a present that seemed anything but optimistic.

Several houses were occupied by multiple bodies, as the need for properties ebbed and waned, while others were fortunate to have a single group for the whole war. Two were burned down – both accidentally but through carelessness. It is a fact that the uninvited guests suggested in the book’s title did have, in many cases, a lasting impact on the future of a number of Britain’s country houses. Over the course of a little less than six years the fate of some houses changed more dramatically than in the hundreds of years of their previous existence.

In all cases I have tried to explore how the houses were used, or abused, and what happened within their walls, and what that tells us about the way the war was conducted on home soil. In selecting the twelve properties I have chosen as studies for each chapter, I was mindful to try and pick houses that were less well known than, for example, Bletchley Park and would give as vibrant a picture as possible of behind-the-scenes wartime Britain. I preferred to focus on houses whose histories had been documented at the time or very soon after the war.

I was fortunate to meet people who had first-hand experience of requisitioning and their memories bring colour to the stories of the houses they lived in. One of the most productive and thrilling introductions came by accident. I had taken a morning off from editing the final draft of this book to visit a remarkable school for badly damaged children in Standlake. There was a war connection – the Mulberry Bush School was founded in 1948 by Barbara Dockar-Drysdale, who started it by scooping up hard-to-place evacuee children who had been deserted by their parents. The conversation turned briefly to what I was writing and one of the hosts, Jane Smiley, said tentatively, ‘I don’t suppose you have heard of a house in Shropshire that was taken over to house nuns and girls from London . . . ?’ I burst out with an exclamation of delight: ‘Yes, of course I have. It’s in the book!’ Aldenham Park was owned by her family, the Actons, and she was able to introduce me to her older sister, Pelline, who lived there during the war and who could give me a first-hand account of life among the convent school. It was a glorious moment and gave rise to a fascinating interview.

Our Uninvited Guests is a book of two halves and moods. Two sides of the same coin: from bouncing babies at Brocket Hall to assassins at Arisaig. In the first six chapters, we see how the population was kept safe from the enemy by housing people away from the dangerous cities and coastal towns. The stories are of individuals and groups coming together and working out how best to adjust to their new homes. We see a mixture of optimism and humour combined with a good dose of making-do and mending. From newborn babies to crusty scholars, the impact of war for these evacuees was felt more in the adjustment to a new way of life than in the frightening news coming out of Europe.

The second half of the book has an altogether darker feel to it. In protecting the country, the military, paramilitary and intelligence organisations had to plan for violence. Behind the closed doors of houses tucked away in the countryside secret and at times explosive goings-on occurred cheek by jowl with everyday life and no questions asked. Special Operations Executive, nicknamed Stately ’Omes of England, used scores of properties to train foreign agents to become resistance fighters, radio operators, saboteurs and silent killers before sending them back into Nazi-occupied Europe to harass, interrupt, sabotage and even murder the enemy. This is not a military history, although I have done my best to make sure the military detail is correct. My real interest is in the stories of the individuals who were involved in the training and carried out the missions.

Our Uninvited Guests starts with birth because war does not halt everyday life, it just changes it.
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Brocket Hall was requisitioned in 1939 as a nursing home for expectant mothers from the East End of London.






CHAPTER 1

Brocket’s Babies


I took the risk of bringing a baby into the world while a war was on  . . . as I wanted to have something if my husband did not come back.

Quoted in How We Lived Then by Norman Longmate



There can have been fewer more unusual juxtapositions during the Second World War than a Cockney mother giving birth in Lord Melbourne’s bedroom suite in a grand house in Hertfordshire. The leap from a small council flat in Mile End to one of the most sumptuous country houses in Britain might seem improbable but it happened over 8,000 times. The first baby was born there on the day war broke out and his mother, Lily Lowe, wrote after the birth:


I was taken (with one or two others) to Brocket Hall in a small car by someone who of course didn’t know the way and we hoped our babies would not be arriving before due date! Having arrived and gone into the grounds, we had a lady come out of a small house at the right side, bob to us and then open the gate which was right across. We continued for a while and eventually came to Brocket Hall itself where they found deckchairs for us to sit on. (What a sight, with our bellies sticking out in front).1



Lily had been dropped off by her husband Leslie at the City of London Maternity Hospital in the East End to have her pre-planned Caesarean section. Her first baby had been stillborn two years earlier and the doctors didn’t want to risk a repeat of the tragedy. Leslie was already thirty-five, so too old to be conscripted, but he was not able to be near his wife as he was acting as an escort for trainloads of families to the south-west. Communication being limited, he did not know when he would be able to find out what had happened to his wife and was surprised when he returned to London to find she was not at the hospital where he had left her.

No sooner had Lily arrived at the hospital than she was told she and other expectant mothers were to be sent to ‘someone’s large home’. The large home was Brocket Hall, a magnificent Regency house near Welwyn. The hall was still in a state of transformation when this first contingent of mothers arrived. The original beds, furniture, paintings and precious works of art had been removed from the bedrooms to safe storage. These were in the process of being replaced by metal-framed hospital beds and the preparations for the delivery suite were not yet quite complete. Norah Hern, a midwife from the City of London Hospital, was in the advance party ready to set up the hall: ‘Nurses, midwifes, mums to be (with at least five days to go), plus lots of medical equipment were loaded onto eight charabanc type buses and half went to Brocket Hall. On arrival, all the rooms were empty shells. There was a delivery of beds in one room that needed carrying upstairs and putting together. This took most of the day.’2

Everywhere was bustling. Storerooms downstairs in the cellars had to be cleared to accommodate hospital equipment, rather than game and beer. The kitchens, scullery, drying room and servants’ hall became hives of activity as the maternity home got into its stride. The babies’ bathroom was downstairs in a white-tiled room near the wine cellar. None of the mothers ever ventured below stairs. They had dormitories on the first and second floors and they were encouraged to go into the beautiful gardens whenever the weather was fine and they were allowed out of bed. For the nurses and midwives, the accommodation at Brocket Hall was inadequate in the first four weeks. None of the nursing staff had beds of their own and slept two to a mattress on the top floor in the servants’ area.

Lily Lowe was fascinated by the luxury that surrounded her and above all by the size of the rooms. She told her son years later that just before he was born, ‘We nosey ones went about the house – no one to stop us and found the bathrooms (huge rooms) – talk about how the other half lives!’3

Her son was born by Caesarean section on 3 September 1939 and Lily wrote to her mother:


I don’t know whether you will have heard from Leslie as I have not seen or heard from him since he saw me in London on Friday. I hope he is all right – only it is so difficult to get any news. They brought me here and operated on Sunday – a bonny boy of 8 lbs 13 ozs – I knew it would be heavier than the other. They haven’t let me have the baby to feed yet so I hardly know I have it yet – except for what I’ve been through, by Jove. I’ve had loads of injections and can still only just see enough to write this or would have done so before. The words keep swimming.4



The next letter was written on 12 September when her baby son was nine days old. Lily had received two visits from Leslie by then and she told her mother how shocked she was by his appearance on the first occasion. ‘He nearly cried when he told me of the hundreds of mothers and babies he had to herd into the trains for Somerset and go with them there.’5 She went on to tell her mother that he had refused to get rid of the cat even though Lily had thought it best for the animal to be put down given the uncertainty of the war. It is a sad fact that over 600,000 family pets were destroyed in September 1939, most of them healthy, as frantic owners could not face an indeterminate future for their animals among the upheaval of evacuation and the uncertainty of what would happen if the Luftwaffe dropped the feared tonnage of bombs on London. In the event, it turned out to be a premature act and many families regretted their haste, while vets all over the country were saddened by having to destroy healthy animals.

Lily’s main concern was her bonny baby. She told her mother: ‘We are calling the new baby Alan Brocket Lowe, the “Brocket” after this Hall in which we have found such a blessed haven in this time of stress. Lady Brocket came in yesterday and I was introduced to her – she was very pleased and interested to hear that it was a son. We had quite a little conflab on the history of the house.’6

Brocket Hall’s history is colourful, even by the standards of the aristocratic goings-on of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Two Victorian prime ministers, one of Byron’s many lovers and the Prince Regent’s mistress were all at one time occupants of this magnificent house but at the outbreak of the war the hall was in the hands of the second Lord Brocket who had a link to the extreme right.

Lord Brocket inherited the title and the hall from his father, Sir Charles Nall-Cain, who had bought the house in 1923. His fortune came from a brewing dynasty in Liverpool established by his own father in the late nineteenth century, which later became Allied Breweries. Sir Charles inherited vast wealth and was determined to establish himself as part of the English aristocracy. Inevitably there was resentment and snobbery against ‘new money’ but he put his fortune to good use by establishing retrospectively that there was blue blood in his family history, tracing the Cains’ ancestry back to a king of Ulster. The Cain family crest includes three salmon ‘which denotes the fishing rights of three Irish rivers (the Bann, the Boyle and the Roe) and the “bloody hand” of Ulster. The Nall-Cains attached the crest to gate posts at the side of the house and placed it above the front door.’7 His ancestral credentials established, Sir Charles set out to prove himself in high society.

He used his wealth to woo royalty. In 1925 the Duke of York was invited to Brocket Hall and Sir Charles regularly took shooting parties to Scotland. He also spent a large amount of money on philanthropic activities, some of which benefitted the local community in Hertfordshire. This made it easier for people to accept him, and in 1933 his wish came true and he was at last accepted into the aristocracy when he was created a peer. He chose the title of Lord Brocket. He died less than two years later and his son, Arthur Ronald, took over the title and his father’s estates in Hertfordshire and Hampshire as well as properties in north-west Scotland.

The second Lord Brocket was thirty-one when he inherited the title. He was a committed member of the Anglo–German Fellowship, an organisation that existed between 1935 and 1939 to build a closer understanding between the United Kingdom and Germany. It was largely non-political and it folded at the outbreak of the war. However, there were some who used the fellowship as a cover for covert activities. ‘Both the Cambridge spies Philby and Burgess, on instruction from Moscow, joined the group to cover the tracks of their Communist connections, while Hitler sent Charles Edward, Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, to Britain to lead the Fellowship, while he conducted negotiations with Edward VIII to try to engineer an Anglo-German pact. Philby was, for a while, editor of the organisation’s newsletter.’8

The fellowship was widely perceived as being closely allied to Nazism, as members of the fellowship had close friends among the senior Nazi party members. This is borne out by the fact that National Socialist members of the earlier Anglo–German Club ‘resigned en masse in protest at Jewish club members’.9 Lord Brocket, who held extreme right-wing views, was close personal friends with Joachim von Ribbentrop, then German ambassador to Britain, who was a regular visitor to Brocket Hall. In fact, he was so closely associated with Lord Brocket that one of the bedrooms was christened the Ribbentrop Bedroom. In April 1939, Brocket travelled with Major General John Fuller, a well-known supporter of Hitler, to Germany to celebrate the Führer’s fiftieth birthday. Neville Chamberlain claimed that the foreign secretary, the Earl of Halifax, used Lord Brocket as a conduit to convey the views of the British government to leading Nazis. At his two great houses, Brocket Hall and Bramshill Park in Hampshire, Lord Brocket hosted several meetings for the supporters of Nazi Germany.

When Brocket Hall was requisitioned it was immediately handed over to the Red Cross for use as a maternity home. For the next ten years the hall became the home of the London Maternity Hospital from the East End. Though it was set up by the Red Cross, it was fully staffed with doctors, midwives, nurses and orderlies from the hospital to run as a nursing home for evacuated mothers who were prepared to leave London for the birth of their babies. It was a sound decision. The East End hospital was hit by German bombs in September 1940 and again in April and May 1941, sustaining considerable damage.

Brocket Hall, just twenty-five miles from London, but deep in the Hertfordshire countryside, was believed to be an ideal location: close enough for transport for the expectant mothers to be arranged and for husbands to visit by public transport, yet far enough from the capital to be out of the bombing range of the Luftwaffe, or so the local authorities calculated.

Many of the children who were born at Brocket Hall are exceptionally proud to have an association with a stately home. Today the ‘Brocket Babies’ are scattered all over the world but some meet annually to celebrate their birth heritage. Mothers, now in their nineties, have been back to the hall to rekindle memories of a life-changing event and their link with British aristocracy. It is this human story, set against the backdrop of Brocket Hall’s opulence, that is intriguing.

A week before Alan Brocket Lowe was safely delivered in the birthing suite at Brocket Hall in September 1939, London hospitals were instructed to cease admitting patients except in the most urgent cases. Those already in hospital who could be sent home were. Outpatients departments and special clinics closed down. The government needed 140,000 beds cleared for air-raid casualties in the event that the Luftwaffe launched their much-feared Kolossal raid on London. This created a significant problem for all hospital services, including maternity.

Of all the services, maternity was the most predictable in terms of numbers so it made sense to move these services pre-emptively out of London and other big cities. The government planned to move pregnant women into billets in the countryside where they could await their confinement in safety. Dorothy Beasley was moved from Walthamstow to Hitchin in Hertfordshire and later to Brocket Hall. She said of her arrival in Hitchin: ‘The Red Cross unloaded us from the coach and instructed us to walk in twos, which we did although we had to pass all these workmen who wolf whistled at us all the way. It was most embarrassing for all of us as we had big bumps.’10 A few days later she went into labour and the Red Cross picked her up and drove her to Brocket Hall for the delivery. She was just twenty years old and giving birth to her first baby many miles from her family home. ‘I cried all the way as I was frightened with no Mum or Dad at hand and my husband had been shifted with his Unit to another district and we were losing contact. At night it was quite frightening for a young girl in those days having her first child on her own. As I laid in my bed I could see all these white statues up the corridors and it was quite creepy.’11

There has been a dwelling on the site of Brocket Hall since the thirteenth century, but the house one sees today was built by the architect James Paine in 1760. It is believed to be the only complete house Paine built. He was essentially a Palladian and his hallmarks were villas with a central building, usually with a fine staircase, and two symmetrical wings. Sir Matthew Lamb had acquired Brocket Hall in 1746 and asked Paine to design a new house that would ‘use all the technology and style of the age to bestow glory on the newly emergent Lamb dynasty.’12 Money was no object. When Sir Matthew died in 1768 his estate was worth the equivalent of about 13 billion pounds in today’s money.

The result was a handsome brick mansion with gabled roofs standing above a lake, fashioned out of the river Lea, which was widened when the gardens were laid out in the style of Capability Brown. The interiors are more striking than the exterior. Architecturally the rooms are restrained and elegant but sumptuously decorated. There are mirrors designed by Thomas Chippendale and Robert Adam’s hand can be seen in the marble chimney pieces. The ceilings were decorated by the Florentine artist Giovanni Battista Cipriani, who created motifs for the various downstairs rooms including hunting and banqueting reliefs, classical medallions and a series of geometrical patterns in pinks, blues and turquoises.

The grand central staircase rises out of the hall, below a great glass cupola and splits to lead to eight first-floor bedrooms. All the rooms have their own individual design and are named after some of the most famous individuals who slept in them. Lord Melbourne’s bedroom, dressing room and bathroom became the birthing suite where the majority of the Brocket babies were born. It was named for Sir Peniston Lamb, who became the first Lord Melbourne after his wife, Lady Elizabeth Lamb, who was charming, ambitious, single-minded and determined to further the position of her husband and her family in society, procured for him the role of master of the bedchamber for the future George IV. Her charms so captured the prince that he made her his lover, despite the difference in their ages – she was eleven years his senior. The affair lasted for four years – although they remained on friendly terms for the rest of her life – and Elizabeth’s son George, born in 1784, was widely held to be the son of the Prince of Wales, not Lord Melbourne. In fact only the first of Lady Melbourne’s children was believed to be the legitimate son of her husband. It was said that she was so disillusioned by her husband’s limited intellect, and his constant and blatant infidelity that she chose fathers for her other children who showed greater promise and talent.

Two years after their affair began, the Prince Regent specified a particularly colourful décor for his bedroom suite at Brocket Hall: hand-painted Chinese wallpaper, which was highly fashionable at the time. Peacocks and other birds with colourful plumage perch delicately on boughs of cherry blossom, roses and tulip trees. A red-legged wren pecks at a stylised rock formation while parrots, swallows and butterflies flit and wheel around the exotic three-tiered red and gold lacquered pagoda bed-head, complete with golden bells. Lady Melbourne requested a special ‘diplomatic door’ to be cut through the wall from her bedroom into the stairwell so that she did not have to bypass Lord Melbourne’s suite during night-time visits to the prince.

This beautiful room, so full of history, passion and intrigue, was used during the war as the recovery room. Mothers who had been given anaesthetics or painkillers would come round in their hospital beds to glimpse the wallpaper and see the great red pagoda against the wall where the prince’s bed had once stood. Some women told the present Lord Brocket that they thought they had died and gone to heaven as they found themselves surrounded by what appeared to be paradise.

A third bedroom is today named after Queen Victoria. When she came to the throne in 1837, the second Viscount Melbourne, William Lamb, was sixty-one years old and prime minister. During the first three years of Queen Victoria’s reign, he became her confidant, political instructor and most trusted advisor. His biographers claim that he was happier then than at any other time in his life.


As her subject (and a sixty-year-old one, at that), flirtation with Victoria was not in question. But he could expose all of his foibles—his loose talk, his cynicism, his odd mannerisms, indeed his occasional outbursts of naked emotion—without fear of reproof or ridicule from a devoted young woman, while simultaneously doing his duty as man and statesman by tutoring her in society and politics. For her part, she could depend on him totally without impropriety, and yet by virtue of her status and her own strong will never quite appear dependent or lose the power to command. Melbourne liked both her dependence and her authority: she was Caroline [his wife] within safe bounds.13



He acted as her private secretary with his own bedroom at Windsor, spending more time with the new queen than he did on his prime ministerial work. In her journals for May 1838, she mentions his name on every page, writing about requesting his advice on her choice of young women to hold her train at her coronation, what pictures she should hang in the sitting room and wanting to know what was happening at Brocket Hall. Such was Melbourne’s devotion to Victoria that he sent her flowers every week from the Brocket gardens and greenhouses. Queen Victoria stayed at Brocket on more than one occasion, preferring a modest bedroom at the back of the house rather than one of the more opulent suites at the front. The bedroom in which she slept is today called the Queen Victoria Room, but it was this room that was known in the 1930s and during the war as the von Ribbentrop Bedroom, after the German ambassador. Mothers gave birth to babies in the Ribbentrop Bedroom as well as Lord Melbourne’s suite and more than one Brocket baby has told me that their start in life was marked by the association with an unpleasant historical figure.

The routine at Brocket soon settled down as the hall was properly equipped with baby baths, early designs of washing machines in the basement and indoor and outdoor beds for mothers and cots for the babies to take in fresh air. The hospital had a strict regime, as did all nursing homes and maternity units throughout the country, but it was also clean and hygienic. Childbirth in hospital was intended to be structured, clinical, regimented and as far from the chaos and risk of home births as it could be. Childbirth had been something to fear in the last century, but now, with more medical intervention, women had less to be worried about. At the beginning of the war, nurses, mothers and auxiliaries wore masks at all times when handling the babies in order to keep them germ-free for as long as possible. Nurses, midwives and Matron wore white uniforms and headdresses or caps, black stockings and sensible shoes.

Once the baby was born – gas and air was permitted at Brocket Hall but not available for women giving birth at home – the mothers would be taken into the recovery room where they would repose in the plush surroundings enjoyed by the Prince Regent 130 years earlier. When ready to move to a ward, the mothers were pushed on their trolleys into one of the various rooms where they were kept in bed for a week. Bedbaths and bedpans were part of the routine for the first few days. The babies were taken away from the mothers at birth. There were weighed, swaddled and settled in the nursery where they were immediately subjected to a fixed routine of feeding, sleeping, changing, bathing and contact with their mothers for a few hours a day.

Over the course of the next months and years, Brocket Hall developed into a highly efficient maternity home. In 1942, the Ministry of Information sent a photographer to record details of life there for inclusion in an official album. There is a strange contrast between the luxurious décor in the wards and the austere hospital beds; mothers are neatly tucked in and knitting white woollen garments for their babies, who are absent, either in the nursery or being bathed by student midwives. The bathroom in the basement caught the photographer’s eye. One picture shows a nervous young student nurse, masked up and anxiously holding a screaming baby above an enamel-coated tin bathtub set up on a trolley with all the equipment to hand – towels, nappies, soap and talcum powder. It is hardly a reassuring image for a modern parent but the caption emphasises that the nurse ‘is wearing a surgical mask to prevent the spread of germs’.14

Miss E. F. Stock, formerly a sister at City Road Maternity Hospital, who had swapped handling babies for tending the plants in the kitchen garden, is shown on her knees by a flowerbed. Miss Stock’s job was to keep the hall supplied with vegetables so that they could be as self-sufficient as possible and supplement the diet available on wartime hospital rations. The photograph shows her next to her wheelbarrow, on the rim of which are perched her Jack Russell and dachshund looking as if they owned the hall. In the background, a nurse is tending a new mother who is lying outside on a day bed ‘taking the air’ while her baby is sleeping peacefully in a pram under a tree. It is a bucolic and heartwarming scene until you look closer and see the windows above the door show signs of blast damage from a bomb that landed nearby during the Blitz. Despite being twenty-five miles outside London, it seems Brocket Hall was not entirely safe from enemy attack.

Janice Hawker was born at Brocket Hall on 29 January 1943 and was delighted in later years to find letters from her mother to her father during her stay, giving some insight into the daily routine of the hospital. Just after Janice was born, her mother wrote to her father: ‘It is 6 o’clock in the morning. It was gone 11 o’clock last night before the lights were put out, and we were up again at 4.30. We have washed and fed the babies and have had breakfast already. Tomorrow Mrs Ives and I go down to the nursery and dining room and I shall be able to have a look round this place.’15

The next letter must have been sent after she and Mrs Ives had been allowed to move from the first-floor ward to the more relaxed ground-floor bedrooms set up in the morning room, library or billiard room, in preparation for leaving hospital:


This ward is a lot more jolly than the other, I think. It seems more free and easy down here and not so strict. The girls are able to walk from ward to ward and have a ‘jaw’ with each other . . . This morning we have had the windows right up and have been able to see across the park. It’s a really lovely view to look out on. They say that the trees are alive with squirrels. The ward is full now, we had two more boys in, so that makes us three girls and three boys.16



Doreen Glover explained how she was treated after having given birth at Brocket Hall:


I spent about two weeks in a room with a couple of other mums. It was quite a busy time for the nurses and tiring for the mums. We were confined to bed for eight days in those times before we were allowed to put a foot out of bed. We had blanket baths daily, bed pans when wanted, and were sponged down with Dettol water. We read, knitted, and slept daily between feeding babies. I was very lucky as my bed was close to a window where I could look out on the cold frosty mornings across the vast grounds and see birds and rabbits.17



At the end of her stay, Doreen was invited to go and see the other rooms in the Hall. She was particularly struck by the Prince Regent’s room and the grand entrance with Paine’s magnificent decorative staircase rising from the hall and dividing at the first-floor landing. She told her son, Brian, she had walked up it helped by two ambulance men as she was already in labour and ‘for the first couple of days I thought I had dreamed of my grand entrance, but the nurse assured me I wasn’t dreaming.’18 When she left she saw for herself that is was as splendid as she had recalled in her semi-delirious state two weeks earlier.

Barbara Perry’s mother told her she sat on a lavatory seat in one of the first-floor bathrooms and looked up to see coronets mounted on the canopies above to acknowledge the royalty who had occupied the bedroom suites in the past. It tickled her to think she had enjoyed the same luxury as the aristocracy. Her baby was born on 23 August 1941, a chilly damp day with little to remember it by but for the next two weeks the sun shone, the temperature rose to the mid-twenties and Barbara’s mother enjoyed a happy fortnight in comfortable surroundings before being collected and taken back to London to resume life again at home. For many of these women the few days in bed after the birth of their babies was a brief period of calm and tranquillity during the war. They were taken care of and had none of the worries of coping with rations and other children.

Marjorie Brisland spent Christmas in confinement at Brocket Hall and remembered the nurses putting on a show for the mothers while the only doctor at the hall dressed up as Father Christmas. The nurses made presents for the babies and she was given a toy duck with a felt beak. June Godby was born in the hall and returned with her father to collect her newborn sister, Stella, who was also born at Brocket in January 1947. June remembers her mother telling her she saw the stars through the window on her way to the delivery room and decided to name the baby Stella if it was a girl. June’s memory is of sitting on a bench seat at the bottom of the grand staircase which struck her as very decorative, even at the age of five.

There was a dark side to maternity care in the 1930s and 1940s. June was born at 9am on 15 February 1942, the day of the fall of Singapore and the greatest British military defeat in history. June’s mother was listening to the wireless and heard the news just after she had given birth. She told June how much she loved being at Brocket but was disturbed by the fact that ‘unmarried mothers had to wait on the married mothers and clean and scrub the floors. She thought this was very wrong.’19

Women who were carrying illegitimate babies were considered a disgrace by society and usually by their families as well. Their babies were removed from them at or soon after birth and put up for adoption unless there was some very powerful force at hand to stop this. The situation at Brocket Hall was no different and yet it seems ironic given the colourful history of the house, when illegitimacy was accepted as part and parcel of life for the upper classes at least, that young women were treated so punitively during the war. A mother who gave birth to an illegitimate baby at Brocket during the war, but who wished to remain anonymous, told her story in 2009. I shall call her Elsie for the purpose of making her story seem as human as possible, for at the time she was not accorded that dignity.

‘The year was 1944 and I was leaving my home of twenty years, the last time I would be calling it ‘my home’. On my journey I was joined by my ‘partner in crime’, the father of my unborn, illegitimate child. The small case I carried contained most of what I was to wear for nearly two years.’20

The next paragraph of her tale is entitled: Welcome to the Brownies. ‘At Brocket Hall I joined a group of girls called Brownies because we all had to wear a very unattractive brown dress. We were all carrying illegitimate babies and for different reasons were separated from our families to become the ‘downstairs’ maids, kitchen staff, laundry maids and other jobs required to run the City of London Hospital, now relocated to Brocket Hall.’21

The Brownies were used as skivvies: they worked as cleaners, maids, bottle and nappy washers or helpers in the kitchens from the time they arrived at Brocket until they went into the second stage of labour. Sometimes this was just weeks, but for Elsie, who had found herself leaving home for good at an early stage in her pregnancy, it was months. When she arrived at Brocket Hall she was told her duties would not start until the next day so she was directed to the attic by ‘a rather stern-faced Sister Albertella’, where she was to share a room with eight other Brownies.

The seven small attic rooms are off a corridor on two sides of the round glass atrium that lights the ground-floor staircase. The corridor is joined to the basement via a servants’ staircase. This meant the young women could go up and down the back stairs without being seen by the mothers who were lying in the state rooms, sheltered from the stigma that accompanied illegitimacy.

The morning after her arrival, Elsie was shown to the extensive basement where she was told she would become a laundry maid. Over the course of the next five months she washed hundreds of nappies, towels and baby clothes. She said she had never worked so hard in her life. Matron was a stickler and she would return stained nappies with a stern rebuke for the wash-girls who had not scrubbed them clean. When the weather was poor Elsie had to carry tubs of clean, wrung-out nappies into the drying room: ‘The heat was tremendous. Some nurses said it was like the black hole of Calcutta which didn’t mean much to me – all I knew was that it was hot!’22 The nappies were rough and caused the babies to develop sore, red bottoms. Elsie remembers feeling so sorry for the little tots with aggressive nappy rash.

The routine was the same, day in day out, regardless of how advanced their pregnancies were. ‘We rose at 6am and began work, stopping for breakfast at 7am. We had another break at 11am where our big treat was a slice of bread and home-made dripping.’ They had lunch after the patients had been fed, and tea which comprised one slice of bread, one portion of butter and one cup of tea. ‘Kath, the cook, ran the kitchen like a sergeant major, no-one ever crossed her or questioned what she did or said.’23 Elsie knew full well that she heartily disapproved of the Brownies. The girls, for most of them were just that, were not allowed to go to bed until all of them had finished their work, ‘which often meant that at the end of the day we would all be standing in the kitchen peeling spuds.’24 There was half a day off a week and a pay of ten shillings, but for all that Elsie enjoyed the camaraderie and the fact she was with like-minded women.


So the days, weeks and months passed. I remember some of the girls well. Florrie, who was the upstairs maid, had been ‘promoted’ after her baby was born to collecting dirty dishes and bringing them down in the lift to wash them in the kitchen. Wearing her blue uniform and without the tell-tale bump, which as a Brownie she had to hide from the ‘innocent’ mothers to be upstairs and with whom she was now allowed to mix.



At last it was time for Elsie to give birth to the baby she knew would be taken away from her for adoption just a few days after the birth.


Sister Albertella saw I was in the first stages of labour and advised me to go to the labour ward, first changing my dress so as to look as though I had just arrived! ‘Too soon’ they said. ‘Go back, you are not due for three weeks, you cannot be in labour’. So back I went downstairs to continue the routine, with sympathetic sounds from fellow Brownies. The pain continued until we were all in bed then the ward sister came in with a phial of liquid and said ‘Drink, it will give you a good night’s sleep’. It did, but only for me to wake up the next morning definitely in labour. My daughter was born that morning, three weeks premature. Well, any mother will tell you how they feel absolutely ecstatic, no one could possibly be as clever as you. What a feeling! She was without doubt the best-looking baby in the nursery. Rosemary, who was second in charge to Matron and had seen hundreds of babies whilst working for City of London Hospital in London and at Brocket agreed she was absolutely beautiful. Her father came to see her very soon but when he went to leave was told never to come again by the matron.25



Elsie’s partner was banned by Matron because both of them were married to other people and that was utterly unacceptable at the time. Matron regarded it as a crime. Having a man of ‘that sort’ at the nursing home, even though he felt he had a perfect right to visit his baby daughter, was thought to bring a whiff of scandal into the pure and innocent wards of the legitimate birth mothers. Elsie, as an ‘irregular’ mother, was only allowed to visit her baby to feed her and she was discouraged from forming any kind of bond with the little girl. The babies were in the nursery, which had previously been the butler’s pantry, with a line of bells just inside the door with the names of the rooms they referred to painted above them. It was agony for her not to be able to see the baby more often. Sister Albertella, who had taken a shine to Elsie, promised she would pick up the baby and cuddle her whenever she had a spare moment. She told Elsie that the little girl like to hold onto her nose which made Elsie laugh.

After just a few days Elsie was told that her baby would be taken away and she could go back to her work below stairs. It must have been bitter and heartbreaking. She did not tell the story of how she felt when her beautiful daughter was taken from her but she did write of the experience of seeing other babies being given up:


Most of the girls knew it would be impossible to keep their babies and all they had to look forward to was leaving Brocket heart-broken. Sometimes we got to hear when one of the Brownie babies was going to be collected for adoption. We all congregated at the window which overlooked the back entrance to watch the baby being carried out by the nurse and handed to the adopting parents. How can you hope to ease the pain after the mother had witnessed that? She had loved the baby so much for just a few days and may never have the chance to have another. It was sheer torture for her and we all went to bed very sad and subdued on those nights.



The time came for Elsie to leave Brocket Hall, but she had nowhere to go. One of the ward maids was leaving so she asked whether she could take her place until things became more stable in her life. ‘I was interviewed by Matron who started by giving me a thoroughly good telling off.’ 26 She was given a job sewing patches onto old Brownie uniforms and made sure she did an excellent job. Her sewing companion was a prim and proper spinster with whom she had little in common but at least for now she had been given a uniform of a different colour, which meant ‘I was now allowed to be viewed by the “public” i.e. the married parents.’27

After doing two weeks of sewing she was deemed fit enough for more heavy work and was sent back to the kitchens to collect the dirty dishes. For the next few months she lived in the twilight world between the orderly maternity hospital upstairs, full of light and flowers, crisp white sheets and the domineering matron, and the downstairs world of the brown jobs where the kitchen, laundry and drying rooms were hot and very busy. Yet she looked back on that time, especially before the baby was born, and found that despite the disgrace and disapproval, she had been happy. She wrote:


I loved . . . the people, the work, the bonding with similar situated folks. It wasn’t a holiday camp but it was war-time and everyone was used to hard times – we were very fortunate, looked after by professionals. Our babies had the very best care, safe from bombs and no queuing for rations.



After Elsie finally left Brocket she married her daughter’s father and went on to have three more children. What happened to her baby girl born during the war is not known. The first legitimate child she had was a son who was also born at Brocket Hall, in 1948. This time she was well above stairs in every sense. What a contrast that must have been for her but she made no comment about it in her memoir. Elsie was lucky that she had a supportive husband-to-be who she knew would be there for her even though the circumstances were far from ideal. Others were not so fortunate.

Norah Hern, a midwife at Brocket Hall in the 1940s, described to a friend the situation for other girls and women bearing illegitimate children:


There were two tiers of unmarried mothers, those with money and those without. Those without were asked to work at Brocket and associated lodgings to earn their stay. The babies either kept or adopted. Those with money, either well to do folk (or girls made pregnant by well to do folk) went to Lemsford House before giving birth and for rest after birth. They went to Brocket Hall to give birth as the facilities were there for any complications. If the babies were in good health and were to be kept they would return to Lemsford with their mother but if they were up for adoption they would stay at Brocket Hall and be looked after by nurses, they would be kept away from the other babies as most were secret babies.28



Lemsford House was built in the mid-nineteenth century as a vicarage but it was thought too large by the incumbent in the early twentieth century so he moved to Church End, further down Brocket Road. The Brocket estate rented Lemsford House out to wealthy tenants until the Second World War when it became part of the package run by the maternity hospital.

One nurse described how ‘most didn’t want to keep their babies as it would make them unsuitable for marriage so they never got to see their child, they weren’t even told if it was a boy or girl or if it was healthy, etc. This was private and very expensive, around £500. If you think you could buy a house for that sort of money [in those days].’29 Lemsford House was run by the church and the unwanted babies were sent to the Church of England Children’s Home in Muswell Hill for adoption. Records in the parish register show that 133 babies were baptised between October 1940 and February 1948. The mothers gave their address as Lemsford House and the father’s name was not recorded on the birth certificates. This is evidence only of the babies who were baptised, so it is probable that more than that number were born to mothers at Lemsford House.

There are stories of illegitimate babies who found out, some quickly, some much later in life, that they had been born at Brocket Hall. Julie Bloomfield was adopted by a couple called Maryon and William Gray when she was three, though she had no idea that she was not their birth child until she applied for a passport at the age of eighteen. She had had a very happy childhood and wrote: ‘This didn’t distress me at all because I had always loved them both very much and would never have considered trying to find out who my natural mother was as I considered it would have been too traumatic for her and my adopted parents. Of course, I always wondered what my mother was like and why I had been adopted.’30 She decided against trying to trace her birth mother as she felt it might be too upsetting. All she knew about her was her name: Iolanthe Whitburn, and that she had been named at birth Valerie Rosalind Whitburn.

It was not until 2004 that an Australian who was tracing his family tree got in contact with Julie to say he thought they might be related. She then obtained a copy of her birth certificate showing that she had been born at Brocket Hall Maternity Hospital on 28 July 1941 and that her mother had been a hotel receptionist in Wiltshire. There was no mention of a father. Eventually, after a lot more digging, she discovered that her mother had died but she had a half-sister. Julie plucked up the courage to get in touch with her and learned that there was another half-sister. The three of them got together and Julie was overwhelmed to see a photograph of herself in her mother’s old blue wallet, aged about three. It was the end of a puzzling journey for Julie’s two half-sisters, who had never known who the little girl in the photograph might be.

Mo Neate was also born to an unmarried mother. She arrived on 15 April 1944, born to Constance ‘Connie’ Kennedy who originally came from Aspatria in Cumberland. Connie was initially meant to give birth at the London Hospital but was moved to Brocket Hall after the hospital had been damaged by a bomb. Shortly after the birth, Connie returned to Aspatria and Christine, as she was then known, was sent to the Church of England’s Home in Muswell Hill for adoption. She remained at the home for three months until she was taken in by Mabel and Cecil Crouch who came from East Dulwich. They renamed the baby as they did not like names that could be shortened: ‘They called me Maureen – and I have been called Mo for many years!’31

After her adoptive parents died, Mo set out to trace her birth mother and eventually discovered that Connie had married a year after Mo’s birth and went on to have two more children. ‘When I first heard that I was born in Brocket Hall I thought perhaps (erroneously) I had connections with the landed gentry and maybe the proverbial bike sheds!’32 She discovered her mother was living in Burnley and made efforts through an intermediary at the National Organisation for Counselling Adoptees and Parents (NORCAP) to visit Connie. Tragically, three days before the meeting was due to take place, Connie died. However, there was a crumb of comfort: ‘NORCAP had written to Connie asking if she could help one of their clients with information about a child who had been born in the spring of 1944 in Hertfordshire – Connie knew immediately it was me and was apparently overjoyed.’33 This sad story ended at her mother’s funeral, where Mo met her nine uncles and aunts for the first time. Her sister had died at six months and her brother died in 2001 but she remained in touch with her sister-in-law.

Such was the stigma of a pregnancy out of wedlock that it sometimes even affected married couples. Les Cook, who now lives in Spain, was born at Brocket Hall on 21 April 1945. His mother, Evelyn, had had a difficult pregnancy and she was sent to Brocket Hall in March. Her husband was in the RAF in Ceylon and Les believes that his conception was the result of a ‘final fling’ on his father’s last home visit. When his father returned to Britain he became convinced the baby could not possibly be his. As Les was born ten months after the last opportunity the parents would have had for intimacy he forced through the divorce. It was a family tragedy that was seldom discussed. Les lived in Enfield with his mother, his aunt and his grandparents, and he never had contact with his father again. Years later he discovered that his father had remarried weeks after the divorce had gone through and had moved back to the family home where he lived for sixteen years, just three miles away from the legitimate son he refused to accept as his own. Les’s father and his new wife had a son in 1955 and a daughter in 1963. Les wrote: ‘My father died in 1990 but I was able to visit his grave and finally say hello and goodbye. I have a wonderful wife and family but so wish that I had asked questions earlier and been able to share a much broader based family.’34

Inevitably there were personal tragedies for mothers whose babies died at birth or within a few days. The register in St John’s Church records sixty-two babies who died during the war soon after birth, all of them bar one from Brocket Hall, and some of those were buried in the churchyard. There is, however, no reference to babies who were stillborn. In the 1940s these babies would be passed to the undertaker with half a crown. They were then put in a coffin with another body and buried with no record as to their whereabouts in the graveyard. Andy Chapman, a local historian at the Lemsford Local History Group, has been researching this subject for some time, trying to help to bring closure to women whose stillborn babies were classed as clinical waste, and to get recognition of this sad footnote to the history of Brocket Hall as a maternity home. He was inspired by a woman called Pauline, who contacted him and explained that her mother’s baby boy had been stillborn and was taken away from her at birth without explanation. She never knew what had happened to her son. She described her mother’s grief and sadness as part of her own DNA. Another woman, called June, who had a similar experience, was a little more fortunate in that her husband was able to visit and see his dead child before it was taken away. In April 2016 there was a church service in St John’s to commemorate these children and there will be a memorial to them in due course.

We know that a total of 8,388 babies were born over the ten years of Brocket Hall’s existence as a maternity hospital, including several pairs of twins, although the birth records from the war years no longer exist and are said to have been destroyed by fire when they were returned to London. Among the famous Brocket Babies are the distinguished novelist Jim Crace, who was born in the von Ribbentrop Bedroom; Colin Berry, the BBC Radio 2 presenter and the film director Mike Leigh.

In 1946, the City of London Maternity Hospital took over financial responsibility for Brocket Hall from Hertfordshire County Council, who had administered it on behalf of the Red Cross during the war years. Their own buildings in London had been damaged during the Blitz and the City of London had to make up its mind whether to replace the existing buildings or start again from scratch. The decision to rebuild the maternity hospital in London was taken at the end of the war but it took three years to complete the new hospital in a different site away from the noisy City Road. Meantime Brocket Hall continued to function as a maternity home until 1949. Lord Brocket, like many other home owners, had to wait until long after the end of hostilities to reclaim his property.
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Waddesdon Manor built by Ferdinand de Rothschild to entertain house parties at weekends was used during the war as a children’s home.






CHAPTER 2

Waddesdon at War


If humanity means anything it is impossible to shut our eyes. It is equally impossible to refuse to take action.

G. K. A. Bell, Bishop of Chichester 1



In January 1939, Mr and Mrs James de Rothschild received a letter from Aylesbury Borough Council containing advice from the minster of health, Walter Elliot, about the transfer of population in time of war entitled ‘What the Householder is Asked to Do’. The minister wrote that it was necessary to prepare in good time and that ‘Children must come first. That, I am sure, will be agreed by all, and I feel sure too that we can rely on willing help from all.’2 The note concluded: ‘In every case as much notice as possible will be given to householders.’3 When the moment arrived the Rothschilds had four days’ warning.

Dorothy de Rothschild’s first thought had been to offer their home, Waddesdon Manor, to the Ministry of Health as a possible convalescent home or hospital. This had been the fate of many houses in Britain during the First World War as hundreds of thousands of beds were needed for sick, injured and recovering servicemen. It was assumed that the same would be required in the new war, but the nature of the fighting did not follow the same pattern and, as the government foresaw, houses for evacuees and government departments, as well as the armed forces, would be the most pressing need. Nevertheless, some houses would be needed for civilian hospitals and an official from the Ministry of Health came to Waddesdon to make a preliminary inspection. He gave the manor a damning report which rather surprised the Rothschilds. Dorothy wrote later: ‘His verdict was disappointing: “the most unsuitable house for a hospital which could be imagined”. We came to understand that boiserie [sculpted French-style panelling] even if covered up, would be a first-class harbourer of germs, and so we had to give up that idea.’4

Waddesdon Manor is one of the most striking and unusual of Britain’s stately homes. It was built by Baron Ferdinand de Rothschild as a country retreat in which to surprise and entertain his friends. He wanted a house built in the grand style of the Renaissance châteaux of the Loire Valley and he could afford to realise his dream. The baron stemmed from the Austrian branch of the Rothschild dynasty that had started in Frankfurt’s Jewish ghetto in the sixteenth century. In the eighteenth century, the five sons of Mayer Amschel settled in Frankfurt, Vienna, Naples, Paris and London, the financial capitals of Europe at the time. Ferdinand was of the line that had settled in Vienna but he moved to London in 1859 when his mother, who was the daughter of the founder of N. M. Rothschild & Sons, passed away. In 1865 he married his cousin, Evelina, who died two years later giving birth to a stillborn son. He grieved for her for the best part of a decade and built the Evelina Hospital for Sick Children in London’s Southwark as a memorial to her. It is now part of the Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Trust and is the second-largest provider of children’s services in London. Ferdinand never remarried but instead spent the rest of his life living next door to his younger sister, Alice, who was also unmarried. She is purported to have said: ‘No man will wed me for my looks, and I will make certain no man will wed me for my money!’5

Ferdinand’s passion, apart from hunting, was collecting art and furniture. He had a house in Piccadilly but he wanted somewhere in the country to house his growing collection. When his father died in 1874 he came into a substantial inheritance. Farming land at Waddesdon belonging to the Marlborough estate came up for auction in 1873 but was not sold. Ferdinand bought it and the site where the manor now stands, commanding stunning views of Buckinghamshire and the Vale of Aylesbury, for £200,000. He commissioned the French architect, Gabriel-Hippolyte Destailleur, to design and build his vision, while Elie Lainé formalised the gardens. Ferdinand had been greatly impressed by the ancient châteaux of Valois during his stay in Touraine, and wrote: ‘I determined to build my house in the same style, and considered it safer to get the design made by a French architect who was familiar with the work.’6 The foundation stone was laid in 1877 and the bachelor’s wing completed three years later. To turn a bare wilderness on the crest of a hill into a house and park was a remarkable achievement, but to do it in just three years with little mechanised aid, requiring hundreds of men labouring with wheelbarrows, ponies and traps and shovels seems from our modern point of view almost inconceivable. To the inhabitants of Waddesdon village it must have looked like a fairy-tale castle rising out of the air. The eclectic style incorporated towers based on the Château de Maintenon and the twin staircase towers on the north side which were inspired by the staircase tower at the Château de Chambord.

By 1880, the main part of the manor was finished and Ferdinand held house parties for twenty guests. After a few years, he realised that his architect had been right when he said that ‘one always builds too small’. Ferdinand wrote later: ‘he prophesied truly. After I had lived in the house for a while I was compelled to add first one wing and then another.’7 The large morning room on the ground floor and two bedroom suites above it were completed in 1891. The manor was constructed to the most modern standards and included structural steel, which impressed engineers working on repairs a century later. The interior was luxurious with all the comforts of up-to-date plumbing, central heating and electricity, which were usually missing in country houses belonging to people in his social circle. For the next seven years, Ferdinand de Rothschild entertained the high aristocracy of Britain at his famous ‘Saturday to Monday’ social gatherings. It became the site of some of the great political house parties of the era as Rothschild was both a Liberal MP and a leading member of the Prince of Wales’ set and visits from royalty were not uncommon. Queen Victoria paid a private visit on 14 May 1890, which required endless preparation and planning. Fortunately it played out well and she was so impressed by the set-up and above all the catering that she sent her chef, head gardener and furniture keeper to learn from the Waddesdon methods. Victoria was said to have been so fascinated by the electricity, with which she was unfamiliar, that she spent ten minutes turning the newly electrified eighteenth-century chandelier on and off.

Ferdinand de Rothschild died in 1898 before reaching his sixtieth birthday and the house passed to his sister Alice who saw it as her duty to act as the protector of his creation. She is best remembered for her strict housekeeping rules that ensured the preservation of the collection. Visitors to the house in the mid-twentieth century would often comment to Dorothy de Rothschild on the exquisite, undamaged porcelain. This, she would reply, was down to Alice who believed ‘when touching china, always use two hands and maintain complete silence.’8 She ensured the longevity of the silk wallpapers by insisting on low light levels, especially when the sun was high, and had cotton covers designed for the silk upholstery. Alice was also a passionate gardener but during the First World War she gave over the formal gardens to vegetables to feed people in need. After the war she restored the layout of the beds, some of which can still be seen in the summer planting today.

When Alice died in 1922, the house, estate and all its contents passed to her great-nephew, James de Rothschild, but not the family papers. Ferdinand ordered that all his personal papers be destroyed upon his death. Alice did the same. The more intimate history of Waddesdon, therefore, comes from the next incumbents, James and Dorothy, the last members of the family to live in the house. Fortunately for posterity, Dorothy did not dispose of James’s letters and writing, nor, after a change of heart, did she request her own fascinating diaries, menu books and letters be destroyed. Thus the history of this great house in the twentieth century is impressively preserved in one of the best-kept archives which contains, among other documents, over 20,000 letters written to James and Dorothy over the years.

James had been brought up in Paris, the grandson of the French branch of the Rothschild family, and educated at Trinity College, Cambridge. In 1913, when he was already in his mid-thirties, he met and married Dorothy Pinto, seventeen years his junior, and the couple enjoyed what Dorothy described as a ‘whirlwind existence’ between London and Paris, getting married just six weeks after their engagement was announced. Within eighteen months their lives, like those of the rest of the world, were disrupted by the First World War. After the war, during the latter half of which he had fought for the British Army, James went to Paris to be part of the Zionist delegation at the Paris Peace Conference. In 1920 he came back to Britain and applied for British naturalisation. This enabled his aunt, whom they had visited regularly since their marriage, to leave him her estate, something neither of them was expecting. ‘Waddesdon is not an inheritance, it is a career,’ Lord d’Abernon told Dorothy and James when hearing of their good fortune. Catherine Taylor, Waddesdon’s archivist explained: ‘Alice and Ferdinand used Waddesdon for entertaining, whereas Dorothy and James used it as a permanent home. The estate was no longer run as it had been in its Victorian heyday when it employed around 200 men.’9 For the next seventeen years, the Rothschilds lived at Waddesdon, becoming an integral part of the village as well as using the great house to entertain political and personal friends, royalty and family. By the Second World War Dorothy was used to running the house like a well-oiled machine.

While discussions continued about Waddesdon’s potential use in wartime the Rothschilds became increasingly aware of the desperate plight of the Jews in Germany. James gave a speech in Glasgow in March 1939 appealing to his audience to consider especially the children. He described how 600,000 men, women and children were being sacrificed to the cause of the monstrous Nazi experiment. ‘What is the influence of this situation upon the character and outlook of the Jewish child in Germany today? To be kept in a state of constant fear, I do not necessarily mean fear of physical violence, but mental and moral fear, must eventually produce a cowardly disposition. Fear is the most soul-destroying element in the world . . .’10 He knew that thousands of families were desperate to get their children out of Germany, even in the knowledge that it might mean they would never see them again. It was a passionate speech by a man not given to expressing his emotions in public and it reflected a deep anger and frustration at the horrific mental impact of the Nazi regime on the Jewish people.

The Rothschilds received a letter in early 1939 from the daughter of a Jewish school teacher in Frankfurt. Her father had been arrested after Kristallnacht in November 1938 and she was anxious to find out whether his students could be removed from Germany to safety. The letter, which arrived at Waddesdon, was addressed simply: ‘Lord Rothschild, London’. James de Rothschild asked a friend, Julian Layton (born Loewenstein), to go to Frankfurt to arrange the safe exit of the school from Germany and to bring the boys to the Waddesdon estate. The Loewenstein and Rothschild families had known each other in Frankfurt in the nineteenth century and the friendship had continued when both families moved to London.

The Flersheim-Sichel Institute in Frankfurt was run by Hugo and Lilly Steinhardt as a residential school for boys. The rise of the Nazis had meant that Jewish children could not be educated in the mainstream German school system because of their race, so desperate parents sent them to Frankfurt for their school years. Over a period of several weeks, Layton dealt with the German government and with the parents of the boys, not all of whom were prepared to give permission for their sons to leave the country.

Twenty-one boys between the ages of six and thirteen arrived at Waddesdon from Frankfurt on 16 March 1939 and were accommodated in a house on the estate called The Cedars. They were lucky to escape. A second group of children from the school was stopped from leaving for South America. No one knows about the fate of that later group, but one of the boys who came to Britain said after the war that he could not believe it would have been a good outcome for those who remained in Germany.

The Cedars, formerly a nursing home, had been built by Miss Alice, and had room for the boys and their guardians, the Steinhardts. Hugo Steinhardt had spent several months in Buchenwald following his arrest. Thanks to James’s agreement to sponsor the children in Britain indefinitely and to Layton’s intervention, he was released and allowed to travel to Britain, though he died in October 1942 after a long illness exacerbated by the treatment he had received in the concentration camp. The Steinhardts’ two daughters, aged fifteen and eleven, came with them and eventually helped their mother to run the home. They were joined a month later by Miss Bertha Butzbach, who took over the kitchens and by eight other boys who managed to escape from Germany in June. As it was critical for the children to integrate as quickly as possible, they were forbidden to speak German in the house and were sent to local schools in Waddesdon and Aylesbury. The Cedars was too small to accommodate all the boys so five of them were billeted with village families. This was a thrilling thing for the boys, who missed their homes and parents. Now they had the chance to live with a family and to be immersed in the English way of life. They were invited to take it in turns to ‘live out’ for six-week periods. As a result they learned English quickly and assimilated into the community successfully, most forming lifelong friendships. They became universally known as the Cedar Boys. Dorothy wrote of her pride that Waddesdon received these bright young children with such kindness:


It says much for the understanding of the village, and for the tact of the newcomers, that this little orphanage was welcomed with open arms. The children were all educated either in the village school or in the grammar school in Aylesbury . . . They were not only quick to learn but also proved their worth on the playing field: football came naturally to them and one boy even represented Aylesbury in a boxing contest . . . During the war they were unfailingly helpful: the Waddesdon village Salvage Collection record reached dizzy heights thanks to the regularity of their assistance and their persuasiveness.11



Henry Black, the oldest Cedar Boy, said: ‘It was my responsibility to line the boys up and see that they arrived smartly at school. But soon word came back saying “Let boys be boys. We prefer a little unruliness to unnatural regimentation. Just keep the boys safe on the road.” That is the good sense and kindness we remember about Waddesdon.’12

The Cedar Boys seldom came to the manor during the war but James and Dorothy were regular visitors to the Cedars and both took a personal interest in their education, arranging scholarships for those boys who showed academic promise. During the school holidays the boys took summer jobs on the estate to keep them occupied, though a small number were able to visit relatives in other parts of Britain.

In the summer of 1940, when everyone in Britain was on tenterhooks awaiting the probable invasion by the Nazis, some of the boys from the Cedars were arrested and interned as enemy aliens on the Isle of Man. At this time two boys left for the United States and one for Israel. Fortunately all those who were interned were released by September but it must have been a very unwelcome interlude for them and the Steinhardts. At the end of the war the older boys began to leave Waddesdon to start their careers. Guenter Gruenebaum went to Manchester to work in a garage and wrote to Dorothy and James to thank them for their kindness over the years he spent at the Cedars. ‘Also I would like to thank you for bringing me over to England; if you would not have had pity on me, the same fate might have been my lot as was the fate of practically all my dear ones.’13 His mother had died in a concentration camp and his father was missing.

James de Rothschild followed the fate of Europe’s Jews with increasing concern throughout the war. He was the Liberal MP for the Isle of Ely from 1929 until he lost his seat in the 1945 election and was a member of the coalition government as undersecretary to the Ministry of Supply in 1944. In December 1942, a statement was read out in the House of Commons about the ‘extermination camps’. That night, Conservative MP Sir Henry ‘Chips’ Channon wrote in his diary how ‘Jimmy de Rothschild rose, and with immense dignity, and his voice vibrating with emotion, spoke for five minutes in moving tones on the plight of these peoples.’


There were tears in his eyes, and I feared that he might break down; the House caught his spirit and was deeply moved. Somebody suggested that we stand in silence to pay our respects to these suffering peoples, and the House as a whole rose and stood for a few frozen seconds. It was a fine moment and my back tingled.14



Two and a half years before this speech, but after the arrival of the Jewish boys from Frankfurt to the Cedars, the government evacuation plans began to take shape. A visit to Waddesdon village in June 1939 led civil servants to conclude that the village could take 175 evacuees, although when canvassed earlier in the year the inhabitants, numbering approximately 1,300, had offered to take 475 children, while the manor could accommodate over a hundred from a single or multiple organisations. In mid-August Dorothy met an emissary from the London County Council, who, with her housekeeper, Mrs Green, measured up the manor. Ten days later, on 25 August, she returned from London to find the house ‘in an advanced stage of packing up’15. She and James moved into the bachelor wing on 29 August and her diary brims with details of meetings on behalf of the evacuees not to the manor but to the village, for which she evidently felt some responsibility. In the end and after many consultations, the Ministry of Health concluded that the only suitable function for Waddesdon Manor was as a safe harbour for nursery-aged children from London who would otherwise be at risk from air attack. It was for this reason that four separate schools and an orphanage from Croydon ended up in the magnificent surroundings of Waddesdon Manor during the Second World War.

The evacuation of unaccompanied schoolchildren to billets in the countryside has so dominated the wartime story of the mass movement of people that it is easy to forget the picture was more varied. Children’s homes, orphanages, nurseries and schools for the disabled all had to be considered in the evacuation scheme and their needs catered for. It was far more difficult to evacuate entire institutions than it was to find willing householders to offer a child or two a room in their homes, though some owners of large properties did take larger groups, as John Colville noticed when he went to spend the weekend at Stansted Park outside Portsmouth. He wrote in his diary: ‘They were just en famille, Lord and Lady Bessborough and Moyra [Ponsonby], Eric [Duncannon] having joined his regiment. There were also sixty or more orphans, who played cricket happily on the lawn in front of the house but were carefully excluded from the main part of the house itself, which remains as cheerful and comfortable as ever.’16 Those evacuees remained for only a matter of weeks before returning to their home in Portsmouth. Others needed to be evacuated from London for the long term.

By the 1930s, counties and county boroughs were responsible for homes and for fostering schemes, with London County Council overseeing dozens of different services for orphans and vulnerable children who were at that time described as ‘waifs and strays’. Once war was imminent the need for large houses to accommodate the children from these homes became critical and the council spread its net wide in order to find suitable properties. Richard Titmuss, in his survey Social Policy during the Second World War, estimated that a residential home for forty young children would need over 4,000 articles of equipment including beds, bottles and baths, as well as cooking equipment, outdoor clothing and a very large number of clean clothes. ‘Until central buying departments and regional stores were properly functioning, equipment had to be scraped together in bits and pieces.’17

The Ministry of Health finally informed the Rothschilds on 2 September that children and staff from an orphanage and nursery schools from Croydon would be evacuated en masse to Waddesdon and they would be arriving that week. Dorothy wrote: ‘We had been given four days’ notice to prepare for them . . . this went much more smoothly than could have been hoped. With the exception of three rooms on the ground floor, all the others were stripped and emptied, as were all the bedrooms on the first floor. We ourselves were evacuated to the Bachelor’s wing. There we and our household occupied the first and second floors and we shared the kitchen with the children.’18
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