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outside in the backyard. We were on the third
floor, so there weren’t lots of stairs, which was
good when you had shopping or coal to carry
up. The front doors on each floor looked down
into the courtyard. It was mostly families that
lived in the block, and none of us had a lot of
money. But that didn’t matter - it was a great
place to live.

Mum always said that 1939 had been a very
good year for us. She and Dad had grown up in
poor families and times had been tough when
they were young. Mum’s dad was killed in the
First World War and her mum had died of con-
sumption later on. Dad’s parents had died in the
1920s and he had lived in an orphanage for a
while. Neither of them had any brothers or sis-
ters — maybe that’s why they got on so well. In
any case, they had both worked hard after they
got married and eventually they’d begun to do
all right. Dad trained to be a motor mechanic
and Mum as a typist.

| was six in 1939, Mavis was three, and we
were a very happy family. There was a framed
picture on the mantlepiece of the four of us that
was taken on a day at the seaside in Margate
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before the war started. Even though the photo
was black and white, | remember how Mum
looked like a film star in her blue summer frock,
her blonde hair shining in the sunlight. Dad was
beside her, in a white shirt, his arm round her
shoulders. He’s tall and dark-haired and Mum
says | look like him — Mavis and Mum are
both fair-haired. Mavis and me were standing
in front of them, holding hands and grinning. |
was wearing a short-sleeved shirt and a pair of
shorts, and Mavis had on a yellow dress. Me
and Mavis might argue sometimes, but we get
on fine, really.

Then rotten old Hitler decided to start a war
and everything changed.

| made Mum a cup of tea and finished peel-
ing the potatoes. | put them on to boil and got
the frying pan out so Mum could cook the liver
and onions she’d bought. Soon the three of us
were sitting at the little table eating our dinner.
For afters we ate tinned pears with evaporated
milk, then | volunteered to do the washing up on
my own. | made Mum go and put her feet up in
the sitting room with Mavis.
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“You are a good boy, Jimmy Wilson,” Mum
said when I'd finished. “Now come and sit down
with us. Let’s hope there’s something funny on
the wireless tonight.”

The three of us sat squashed together on
the settee, Mum in the middle. That’s how you’d
have found us most nights, especially in the
winter. We only ever had enough coal to keep
the fire going for a couple of hours in the even-
ing, so we huddled close for warmth. But | think
we all felt safer that way too. For just a while we
could forget that the world outside was cold and
dark and full of terrible things going on.

We had been through some pretty bad stuff
ourselves. When the war began in September
1939 | was evacuated with my school — Mum
and Dad kept Mavis at home because she was
so young. | ended up on a farm in Devon, feel-
ing frightened and homesick, but | didn’t stay
there long. London wasn’t bombed after all and
half the kids who had been evacuated ended up
back home before the first Christmas of the war.
| was home by October — Mum soon told the
school she couldn’t see the point of me being
evacuated. After that, she swore she would
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never, ever send me away again. She said that
we would stay together, whatever happened.

Dad was gone by the time | got home - he
had been called up. He had expected to go into
the Army because he was a mechanic, maybe
the Royal Engineers, but they put him in the
Royal Navy instead. It seemed barmy to me, but
according to Mum, Dad didn’t mind. He was just
keen ‘to do his bit’ in the war, as people said.
Mum had put a brave face on it, although | knew
she worried about him all the time. So did I.

Dad was posted as an Ordinary Seaman to
the destroyer HMS Defiant. He wrote us letters,
but he wasn’t allowed to say where the ship was
or what it was doing and he only came home on
leave twice a year.

Later, the newspapers called those early
months the ‘Phoney War’ because nothing
much happened - it was as if neither side
wanted to upset the other. But the truth was that
the Germans were just fooling us. They sud-
denly launched a massive attack and the war
became very real. We should have expected it,
| suppose. Hitler had a habit of telling lies and
breaking the rules.

Page 8 of 70 6%




image8.png
| was only seven in 1940, but | remember
those dark days - the little ships getting our
soldiers off the beaches at Dunkirk, the fall of
France — and then the Blitz. The German air
force, the Luftwaffe, dropped bombs on London
every night for months. After a while we didn’t
even bother to wait for the howl! of the warning
siren. As soon as the sun went down Mum took
us to the Underground station at Waterloo and
we waited out the night with everyone else.

It was terrifying. We could hear the bombs
even though we were underground. They whis-
tled as they fell and the floor shook when they
went off — it felt like an angry giant was stamp-
ing through the city. When the steady drone
of the ‘all clear’ signal sounded and we came
up, the streets were full of rubble, broken glass
and shrapnel, and everywhere smelt smoky be-
cause of the fires. Lots of people were wounded
or killed and loads of homes were flattened.
People who were ‘bombed out’ had to be re-
housed, sometimes miles from where they lived
before.

We survived though, and the RAF, our very
own Royal Air Force, won what came to be
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called the Battle of Britain — they defended the
skies and shot down an awful lot of Nazi planes.
The Germans eventually stopped bombing Lon-
don in the spring of 1941, not long before Hitler
decided to invade Russia. As Mum said, he had
bigger fish to fry now. | felt sorry for the Rus-
sians, but | was also glad the Germans were
leaving us alone, even if it was only for a while.
The war dragged on and it began to look like
Hitler might even win. The Russians didn’t seem
able to stop his forces, the Wehrmacht.

It got so bad that Mum didn’t want to listen
to the news on the wireless any more. We were
all in a deep gloom — the Germans were ad-
vancing everywhere. But in the last year there
had been a change. We managed to beat the
Germans at El Alamein in North Africa and the
Russians beat them in a gigantic battle at Sta-
lingrad. The Americans, or ‘Yanks’ as we called
them, had been in the war on our side since
the end of 1941 and American soldiers had at
last begun to arrive over here — it sometimes
seemed London was full of them.

With things beginning to look up, Mum was
happy to listen to the news again. We had a
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good wireless set — Dad bought it before the
war. It had a brown wooden case and the names
of foreign radio stations in lights on the front.
In the evenings, there was a variety show, with
a singer and comedians, which was a lot of
fun. The news came on right after that finished.
Soon we were listening to a familiar posh voice.

“This is the Nine O’Clock News on the BBC
and this is Alvar Liddell reading it...”

The main report was about a huge battle for
the city of Kiev in the Ukraine — the Russians
had finally recaptured it from the Germans. Alvar
Liddell was just about to move on to the next
report, but we all heard a noise and stopped lis-
tening, our eyes wide. We heard the key in the
front door and then footsteps crossed the hall,
approaching the sitting room. The door slowly
opened and Dad walked in! He stood there in
his duffel coat and his Navy cap, a kitbag slung
over his shoulder.

“Well, this is a fine welcome and no mis-
take!” he said, smiling. “Isn’t anyone going to
give me a hug? Although at the moment I'd set-
tle for a nice cup of tea.”
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We jumped up and hugged him as hard as
we could. Mum started crying, that set Mavis off
and | nearly started blubbing too. But then we
quickly settled down.

“Oh, George, why didn’t you let us know that
you were coming home?” said Mum.

“Well | only found out myself yesterday,
Kath. The Defiant is going into dry dock up
North for a refit, so they let us all have leave. I'll
be at home for Christmas!”

It was a smashing end to the year — which
was just as well, really. The next year turned out
to be the worst one of our lives.
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CHAPTER

| knew | was in trouble as soon as | heard Mum’s
key in the front door. At that moment | was in
the sitting room of our flat reading a comic. It
was an old Beano I'd got from my mate Harry
Jones in a swap at school. He’d wanted half my
trading cards, but | didn’t really mind. There’s
nothing like losing yourself in a comic and this
was a particularly good issue. The Lord Snooty
story was great and there were also some funny
cartoons about Hitler and the Nazis.

But | should have been in the kitchen peeling
potatoes, not just enjoying myself. Mum was at
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work all day, so she needed plenty of help from
me and my little sister Mavis. We each had a list
of jobs to do and one of mine was to make sure
things were ready for our dinner to be cooked
when Mum came home in the evening. | should
have had those spuds peeled and in a pan on
the cooker ages ago.

There wasn’t a second to lose. | stuffed the
comic behind a cushion, jumped out of the arm-
chair, and made a quick dash across the hall to
the kitchen. By the time Mum was inside the flat
| was standing at the sink, whistling cheerily as
| peeled potatoes like mad. | heard Mum in the
hall and then | sensed her looming in the kitchen
doorway behind me. | turned and gave her a
winning smile.

“Oh, hello Mum!” | said, trying to look sur-
prised. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“He’s lying, Mum!” said Mavis. My sister had
appeared and was peeking round her. “He was
in the sitting room reading a comic until he
heard your key in the door.”

“Hey, shut up, Mavis!” | said. “You shouldn’t
have been spying on me!”
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“See? He admits it!” said Mavis, smirking. |
stuck my tongue out at her.

“That’s enough, you two,” said Mum with a
deep sigh. “Be a good boy, Jimmy, and put the
kettle on. It’s been a long day and | could really
do with a cup of tea.”

Mum sat down at the table, which filled most
of the kitchen, and kicked off her shoes. | could
hear the tiredness in her voice and that made
me feel guilty. But then everyone was tired in
those days, kids as well as grown-ups. It was
early December 1943, and we’d been through
four years of total war with Nazi Germany — four
years of food rationing, bad news and bombs.
There was no doubt that Hitler was a bad man
and we had to beat him. But it seemed to be
taking a very long time.

We’d moved into Wellington Mansions in
1939, pretty soon after the Council built it. The
block was near the Waterloo Road, not far from
Waterloo station. Before that we’d been in a flat
over a butcher’s shop in Camberwell. The new
flat was much nicer, with two bedrooms, a sit-
ting room and a bathroom with a toilet. Now that
was a real luxury — the toilet for our first flat was
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