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THE FRIENDS AND THE WRITERS
The most recent Friends gathering was in
February. The event was organised by Matt Caro
and Maureen Corman, and featured The Writers
In The Wood, a group of like-minded local authors
and writers. Lorraine Reed is the guiding light of
The Writers, and created a Facebook page for
like-minded ‘Wooders’ to get together, to
advertise their wares, and to create an interest in
all things bookish.

Mike, Lorraine, Madge, Steve
Lorraine, who was dressed as a mermaid for the
evening, started the proceedings with readings of
her children’s times-tables poetry from ‘Times
Tables Fun with Naughty Katie’. Amusing poetry
to teach and learn times tables, and to get
children, and adults, to learn their tables
correctly.
Lorraine followed this with readings of poetry
from her slightly more scatalogical, but extremely
amusing, adult work entitled ‘Pee Your Pants
Poetry with Mermaid on her Mobile’ – hence the
mermaid costume. She then had a quick quiz for
all of us based round the history of Borehamwood,
and our Friends organiser, Brenda Treacher, won
the Tesco voucher!
Emily ‘Madge’ Payne was next, and she read some
poems for us based on her ‘Poetry Princess’

character. Madge has now written over 300
poems, and has 3 books published in her ‘Fairytale’
series – the most recent is ‘The Poetry Princess
and The Rucklestone’.
The Friends were
enthralled by her words and rhyming skills.
At this point in the proceedings Lorraine managed
to get 11 volunteers to stand at the front to
slowly reveal the letters of Borehamwood from
her poem about the town, although unfortunately
they were back to front when revealed!

D O O W M A H E R O B
After an interval with a few swift drinks and
nibbles, came Magic Mike who confounded us all
with his card and dictionary mind-reading trick.
Then came Steve J Pemberton who has authored
eight books, with two continuing series, all in the
fantasy and science fiction genre. But instead of
reading from these he gave us a story specially
created for the evening. Drawing us all into his
alien and fantastic worlds with his quiet
purposeful voice we could see how Steve has
produced such a number of cult classics.
Finally a couple of poetical Friends came forward –
the aforementioned Brenda with her Ode to The
Wood, and then Joyce Steward read a poem about
her long-lost cat. Joyce won the initial Friends
Poetry Award by a cat’s whisker.
A hugely enjoyable evening for all students of the
iambic pentameter and outer space!

THE BARNITES
March 1969 was the coldest since the blizzards of
1962, and on Friday 7th Kew Gardens recorded the
lowest March temperature of -7.8⁰C since 1909. On
this day Golda Meir was elected the first female
prime minister of Israel, and The Queen opened the
Victoria Line, the first new deep tube line to be built
since before WW1.
In the evening, in Park Street at The White Horse
(now The Overdraught), a group of friends and
colleagues gathered to talk over old times and
discuss their wartime experiences. But these were
not ordinary soldiers or war workers – they called
themselves the Barnites and their work was so secret
during the war that it took until the late 60s for the
real story to emerge.

surreptitiously added to German railway coal stacks.
Collections of sticks were another manufactured
product – sticks like those carried by French
peasants, but which could be adapted into a
sophisticated field wireless and transmitter.
Other artefacts produced by the Barnites included
suitcases with exploding handles to be left at German
stations, exploding cigarettes, exploding turnips and
other vegetables, and stones and pebbles to
detonate when crushed by German tanks. They
made German and Polish money, and once tested a
one-man submarine with its torpedoes in the
swimming pool. This had been developed by Station
IX at The Frythe in Welwyn. The Barnites reproduced
French clothing which was copied from newspaper
photographs and catalogues, and had to be perfect
down to the last stitch and button. Maps were hand
sewn into silk underwear, agents were made up with
false humped backs to enhance their disguise.
Bob Pratt told how he created new hairstyles and hair
dyes to alter the appearance of those who had
already been picked up once or twice by the
Germans. (They would then go to Harley Street for
teeth work, and even to a hospital in Stanmore for
plastic surgery).

The Thatched Barn was “Station XV, Camouflage
Section” during the war. It was part of the large SOE
network, officially titled the “Inter-Services Research
Bureau”, and was ‘camouflaged’ itself as a
convalescent home. Here 200 men and woman ran
a ‘spy workshop’ to cater for all the needs of our field
agents - much of the work of this station involved the
final equipping of agents who came through the Barn
before departing for France, Belgium or The
Netherlands.
The 12 or so Barnites who met up that night were still
living in the area, and included Bob Pratt, a
hairdresser from Manor Way; Bill Osborne, buyer at
the Barn and then property master at ABP, from
Whitehouse Avenue; Walley Bull, a master plasterer
from MGM; and Norman Stanley from St. Albans.
They were brought together by George ‘Lofty’
Williams from Allerton Road, who was on general
duties at the Thatched Barn until 1943. He arranged
for the Barnites to meet up in the same pub on the
same night as a group of field agents happened to be
there. At last the Barnites could find out how good
their work had been. As George said, “After the
equipment left us we often didn’t know what
happened to it. We always wondered how – and
where – our devices were used. We also wondered if
they worked.”
Among the secret items produced at The Barn during
the war were 10-gallon oil drums which contained
only a minimum amount of oil on top of hidden Bren
and Sten guns, and ready-to-assemble demolition
units.
Booby traps were a speciality: tins of
pineapple contained grenades, but the labels were
reproduced by skilled artists to look like the real
thing, and lumps of coal containing explosives – to be

The brains and inspiration behind the whole complex
could not attend the reunion because he was in
hospital at the time. His name was Colonel J Elder
Wills (above), and he used to live in Whitehouse
Avenue in Borehamwood. He had a long career as a
director and an art director since 1932 in the film
industry. He wrote and art directed Against The
Wind which was filmed in Ealing in 1948 and was
based on his wartime knowledge of agents and their
exploits. The cast included Jack Warner, James
Robertson Justice and Robert Beatty.
Wills recruited skilled staff from the local studios of
MGM and ABP for the tasks he needed doing, and of
course they had to able to keep a secret as well. His
policy was to tell the staff exactly what they were
making so there were no secrets inside the
operation. The skills and experience of those who
had worked on producing props, using make-up,
creating illusions for the film industry became a vital
element towards winning the war. His story can be
found in Sabotage! by Leslie Bells published in 1957,
although there is little in there about the Barn
because the SOE operations were still a national
secret. Wills died the year after the reunion, and
many secrets died with him.

One of the agents who was present at this joint
reunion was Willem Van Beek who lived in Rockling
Street, St Albans * and was a member of the Dutch
underground. He was full of praise for the equipment
created at The Barn, “Agents were dropped by
parachute to train us in their use. Unfortunately they
didn’t come complete with leaflets”.

The Story of The White Rabbit

Bob Pratt mentioned some agents who went through
the Barn before they left for Europe. Tommy YeoThomas, called The White Rabbit by the Gestapo,
was a fluent French speaker, had obtained the
blueprints of the fortifications on the Normandy
Beaches, and was a notable graduate of the Barn
treatment. Unfortunately he was later captured and
tortured by the Germans, and sent to Buchenwald,

but survived. Ian Fleming said in his memoirs that he
was an inspiration for James Bond. Then there was
the 20 year old Belgian agent who was transformed
at the Barn into a 14 year old peasant boy. In this
guise he operated a radio transmitter hidden in a rock
also created by The Barnites. He too was eventually
captured by the Germans and killed.
That reunion in Park Street would have been a
joyous affair no doubt – meeting old friends and
colleagues
who
worked
in
such
strange
circumstances would have been a release. Most of
the participants will no longer be with us, and neither
is the Barn, of course. Next time you drive past the
Holiday Inn onto the A1, just think of when it was The
Thatched Barn, when it was the most secret of
locations where our bravest agents were transformed
and equipped, and where the skills of our local film
industry were vital to winning the war.
The basis of this article is a feature by Paul Mullins in
th
the Boreham Wood Post dated March 13 1969.
Additional information from Wikipedia articles on the
SOE Stations. Please read the Wikipedia entry on
F.F.E.Yeo-Thomas – a truly brave man who was
awarded the George Cross among other medals.
* There is no ‘Rockling Street’ in St. Albans, but,
don’t forget that Willem was a secret agent.

Florrie Cowley Remembers
I came to Boreham Wood in 1949 and through
Guiding met Mary Hanson - history has always
been a special topic with me.Mary took me to a
few of the meetings of their History group where I
met Stephen Castle , William Brooks and several
other members of the Group. My husband John
was an accountant at Elstree Rural District
Council and knew Julie Massey who was also
employed by the Council.
She came to see me one day with the request
that she had heard of my great interest in
Boreham Wood history and would I be willing
with a Mr. Cook (I think his name was) to come
to the Council every Thursday afternoon and
review old copies of the local newspapers, and
booklets, making notes of Boreham Wood and
Elstree news . We did this for many months and
then Julie asked if we would help her to arrange
at the Town Hall a display of local history. I
readily agreed, and my son Peter, and myself,
assisted her by going to a motor car garage, off
Ripon Way, and collecting historical articles she
had stored there.
At the Display we had a form requesting if
anyone attending would be interested in
helping at a prospective Museum to write in their
name. At the end of the day we noticed Ann

and Alan Lawrence had volunteered. The
Council decided to rent a shop in Drayton Road.
I did not have a great deal to do with the
preparing and arranging of the room, as I had
commenced working at the Council and had
my two children. But they kept in touch with me
and when they opened the Museum Irene White
and I were allocated a duty on the 2nd
Saturday morning in the month, which I am still
undertaking, and Irene, when we moved to ’96',
was given a different duty.
Stephen Castle and William Brooks gave me a
most interesting autographed copy of their
newly published - “The Book, of Elstree and
Boreham Wood.” We sometimes arranged
boards for the museum, and later I was asked by
Don Clark, Scoutmaster 1st Elstree Troop, to write
the history of the Troop for their 75th anniversary.
I had never undertaken anything like this before,
but Peter and I enjoyed so much visiting elderly
gentlemen who were the first Scouts in the world
and listening to their experiences. Added to
which, the knowledge we gained, was useful,
when their wives brought in homemade cakes
and tea, and informed us of their lives in the little
village.

OUTREACH NEWS
A good start to 2017, with three bookings from
schools. Once again, Cowley Hill hired our World
War 2 Resource Box for a Year 6 class. David,
Elaine and Vania visited St Teresa’s Primary school
to give a short
presentation and
mini-handling
session to a Year 3
class. This
combination of
presentation and
handling is proving
to be very popular.

NEW FRIENDS EVENT
Following on from our evening with the Writers in
the Wood - the next Friends event is:
Living in Shenley in the 1900's
Museum manager, David Armitage, takes us back to
a very different Shenley, long before it was a part of
the Greater London Conurbation.
When : Wednesday 24th May at 7-9pm
Where : 96 Shenley Road
To Book : Please call the Museum on 01442 454888,
or email friendsofeandbwmuseum@hotmail.co.uk

As part of our continuing efforts to publicise our
services and get more schools involved in our
outreach programmes, Vania, Community Learning
Officer, organised a Drop-In event for teachers,
over three afternoons in February. Teachers were
given an opportunity to view our current exhibition
and the range of resource boxes we offer. All
participating schools received a free Curriculum
Resource Pack linked to our current exhibition on
migration. Five teachers, representing three
primary schools, were able to attend.
March 2017 : Woodlands School Year 1
At Woodlands Primary School, because the children
were only 5-6 years old, Vania adapted the
museum’s normal programme of presentation and
handling to include a dressing-up element. Using
our recently purchased costumes, some of the boys
and girls dressed up as Victorian children in mop
cap and apron, cloth cap, waistcoat and
neckerchief. Lots of very excited children!
NEW EXHIBITION

TOYS, GAMES AND GADGETS
July 18th 2017 to January 9th 2018

Going Down The Village
This regular monthly meeting goes from strength to
strength. In February local history author Vic
Rowntree talked about his book From Ladbrook
Grove To Boreham Wood. In March we talked
about The Industries of Borehamwood, and in April
Simon Gee gave a fascinating presentation on the
Sixties Music Scene in Borehamwood and The Lynx
Club. Due to space limitations, Friends who wish to
know more on all these topics should visit The Blog
on our website.

DON’T FORGET THE MUSEUM FESTIVAL
WALK ON SUNDAY 2ND JULY AT 2 PM.
RING 01442 454888 FOR DETAILS.

Take a nostalgic trip back amidst the electronic games,
toys and gadgets of the 1970s onwards. If you ever had a
Nintendo, Atari, Gameboy, Simon or Megadrive, then this
exhibition is for you!

Elstree & Borehamwood Museum
96 Shenley Road, Borehamwood, WD6 1EB Tel 01442 454888
Email : info@elstree-museum.org.uk
Web : www.elstree-museum.org.uk
FB : www.facebook.com/EBWmuseum
Twitter : https://twitter.com/EBWMuseumHerts
Open : Tues, Wed & Thurs : 12pm - 6pm Sat : 10am-3pm
Supported by Hertsmere Borough Council
Elstree & Borehamwood Town Council
The Heritage Lottery Fund Registered charity No 1157770

VISIT OUR WEBSITE AND BECOME A FRIEND

