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One mile from Saintfield, on the Ballygowan Road, to the right of Kerr’s business park stands a little red-bricked hut on a hill, a testament to one of the lesser-known periods of Saintfield’s history – a wartime camp for Gibraltarian evacuees. 

On closer inspection of the field, one will find concrete paths, foundations and the shell of another hut. The site was one of a number of ‘emergency camps’ built in the winter of 1941-1942 after the Belfast blitz to house evacuees from the city in the event of future bombings. However, they were left empty as there were no further air raids.
The camps were to be occupied in the latter part of the war. Fearing a German attack, the War Cabinet decided to fortify Gibraltar and evacuate it of all personnel not employed by the military. In total 16, 000 evacuees out of a population of 20,000 were sent to Madeira, Jamaica and Britain; most were women and children. Many were accommodated in London, but the situation in the capital became perilous when V bombs began to fall on the city. 

Therefore, in July and August 1944, the war-tossed Gibraltarians found themselves on the move again; 7,000 were sent to the relative safety of the rural emergency camps in Northern Ireland. Local man Jimmy Todd remembers the arrival of the Gibraltarians in Belfast. He was a pupil at Belfast Academical Institution, and he and the other prefects were instructed to go to the docks to help the evacuees with their luggage upon disembarkment from their ships. They helped them load their suitcases unto buses and trains for their onward journey. The evacuees travelled to 16 camps, with four sited in County Down at Clough, Cargagh (near Clough), Crossgar, and Saintfield; later in the year a further camp was built at Carryduff. The arrival in Saintfield was remembered by Charlie Tribello as a special occasion; the evacuees were welcomed by a Mr Alfredo Balban playing the bagpipes. 
Among the first arrivals on the 19th of July were 250 Jews. The Belfast Telegraph noted, ‘The Jewish evacuees carried with them a ‘‘Scroll of the Laws,’’ which they have clung to in all their vicissitudes. They are from the Sephardics or Spanish Jews’ (Belfast Telegraph  July 19, 1944). 
Many of the Jewish evacuees were sent to Saintfield, which became known as the ‘Jewish camp’. Among them was Rachel Beniso (nee Cohen), whom I interviewed and who took most of the surviving photographs of the camp. The Saintfield camp was the home of Reverend Benzibra, who ministered to all the Gibraltarian Jews in Northern Ireland. The Saintfield Jews kept in close contact with the Belfast Jewish community and Rachel’s father, Abraham Cohen, became a personal friend of Belfast’s Rabbi Shachter, Mrs Beniso told me, 

‘You know who visited us also - the people from the Jewish centre in Belfast – the Jewish boys and girls. They had a centre – a synagogue and a centre and the young people used to come and visit us. I remember going out with some of the boys … we used to go on outings’.
For some, the evacuation was to be permanent. Among the Gibraltarians buried in the Jewish part of Carnmoney Cemetery is Joseph Benselum, who stayed at Saintfield. 

In total, over three hundred and twenty-five evacuees were accommodated at Camp No 4 in the townland of Glasdrumman, which was bounded on three sides by the River Glasswater, the Comber-Saintfield railway line and the Ballygowan Road. They were housed in 40 Nissen huts. The roofs were made of corrugated tin, the floors were uncovered concrete, and heating was provided by pot-bellied stoves fuelled by coke. Water was supplied from a well in what is now Kerr’s yard and the Glasswater via a water tower, the remnant of which is the little red-bricked hut on the hill. Pollution of the Glasswater by flax production rendered the river water stinking and undrinkable at times and water had to be brought to the camp from elsewhere at considerable trouble.
Next to Kerr’s business park at the bottom left of the site can be found the foundations and steps of a larger Nissen hut. This was the dining hall where the evacuees sat at long trestle tables to eat. Charlie Tribello remembers disliking the food distributed in the dining hall and wrote, ‘… the food not being to our liking, we baked our food and ate in the hut’. The big hut was also used as a recreation hall for dances, film shows, and concerts – and a synagogue, given the Jewish nature of the camp. 
Kitchens and the sick bay were to be found near the river. Mr David Armstrong, who now lives in a house built on the camp site, remembers getting a ride on the bread cart on a delivery run to the camp kitchens. In Kerr’s yard stands the former laundry and a little red-bricked hut which was once used as a cold meat store; the hut has the original insulated door and the rails for the meat hooks are still inside.  
Locals were recruited as administrators, groundsmen, delivery drivers, nurses and cooks. The staff members who stayed on site lived in better accommodation, made either of red bricks or concrete.  Evacuees could collect letters and talk to the camp warden at the camp office. The evacuees were allowed to come and go as they please, and could stay away for the night if they informed the camp warden beforehand. 
A Belfast Telegraph reporter visited a ‘typical’ camp, which I have identified as the Saintfield one, and interviewed the warden at the end of July 1944:
‘‘The majority of the children spoke English and Spanish fluently and often filled the role of interpreter for the adults, some of whom could speak Spanish only. By way of entertainment, dances and concerts had been organised, and the visitors had their own orchestra, he said. A farmer had placed a field at their disposal for playing football and there were other forms of healthy recreation available… The peculiarities of diet had given rise to some difficulty, but these were being overcome. A suggestion book placed in the dining hall at the camp had produced some useful hints from the evacuees as to what they liked and how they liked it cooked. One thing which had particularly pleased the evacuees was the plentiful supply of milk arranged through the Ministry of Agriculture’’ (Belfast Telegraph July 31, 1944).
Rachel Beniso told me that the evacuees who spoke only Spanish were ‘Reds’, (Spanish political refugees) and Spaniards married to Gibraltarians. As for the Gibraltarians, English was not a problem, although they had initial difficulties in understanding the local accent.  Mrs Beniso said that on Gibraltar she had been ‘educated like any English girl - in those days we did the Cambridge exam’.
Unfortunately the Nissen huts were hot in the summer and cold in the winter; they also rusted easily and were in constant need of repair. They were also very gloomy, having been painted black inside. In London the evacuees had used private, flushable toilets. In the camps toilet facilities were primitive, more public and unheated; the foundation of one toilet block is still to be found in Glasdrumman. Charlie Tribello wrote, ‘We had no toilet in the huts and had to go for some distance to a wooden chuck with a hole in the ground’.
One pressing problem in the camps was a lack of money. In London the evacuees had been free to seek work, but in Northern Ireland one had to be a resident for five years before obtaining employment. As such the evacuees were not entitled to the ‘dole’, but were given a weekly allowance of 8s 6d a week for a married couple, 5s for a single person over 15, and 2s 6d in respect of each child. The evacuees felt these sums to be paltry and considered themselves to have been rendered both poor and idle at one fell swoop.
The ban on work was not strictly observed, and evacuees found work in the camp as cooks, cleaners and labourers on a rotational basis, so everyone had the chance to earn a little money. Rachel Beniso worked in the camp office, distributing pocket money to the other evacuees. Some of the men found work in Belfast and on local farms, especially at harvest time. One evacuee, Elias Benggio, who drew a picture of the camp, remembers that evacuee children pinched eggs at local farms in Saintfield and gathered wild fruit from the railway line – a dangerous pastime. 

The summer of 1944 represented a brief ‘honeymoon’ period during which the evacuees were glad of their peaceful surroundings and good weather.  The Gibraltarians were townspeople enjoying the novelty of living in the countryside for the first time, and Charlie Tribello noted, ‘One of the things that impressed me very much as a child was the cattle fair held in Saintfield village. We Gibraltarian people were not used to seeing so many cattle before the evacuation’.
The mood soured when the evacuees realised they would not be repatriated before the camps endured their first Irish winter. While the children enjoyed playing in the snow for the first time, conditions became very difficult. In December 1944 a correspondent of the London Times visited the Saintfield camp, and painted a bleak picture: 
 ‘‘They complain bitterly of the cold, of their small allowances, the primitive sanitary arrangements, and lack of essential amenities … Most of the evacuees are not too badly clothed, but all are finding that their present living conditions are very severe on clothing, especially shoes. The W.V S. [Women’s Voluntary Service], who have a representative at each camp, assist the most needy with gifts of clothes and footwear, but the supplies are said to be far from adequate. 

The children have their own camp school, and those of suitable age receive free education in secondary and technical schools in Belfast and other towns. 

There is an unattractive, although well-equipped, sick-bay, and a doctor attends daily. Health at the camp is good and there have been few cases of sickness. Cooking is done in a communal kitchen, and each person receives rations similar to those available to residents in this country. 

Each Nissen hut is divided into two small compartments and furnished with a table, one or two rough wooden chairs, and two or three beds – not greatly superior to camp beds – according to the number of occupants. No carpet or boards cover the damp concrete floors. A stove and oil lamp supply heat and light. The camp toilet, which consists of about 20 cold water taps pouring into long wooden troughs, is unheated and totally unsuitable for the women.

At present there is no electric supply in the camp, but electric light will shortly be installed in the dining-rooms, kitchens, and recreation rooms of all centres. It will not be installed in the living quarters, where it is needed most’’ (The Times December 18, 1944).
In November 1944 Miss Florence Horsbrugh, Parliamentary Secretary to the British Ministry of Health, visited two camps in County Down (I am not sure if she visited the Saintfield one). The Down Recorder noted, ‘‘A surprise awaited her at the first camp, to wit, slogans painted on the walls and roofs of the Nissen huts, ‘Back to Gib,’ ‘We want to go home.’ Not only so, placards bearing similar messages were brandished by men and women, who while appreciative of the hospitality extended to them, flinch at the thought of spending the winter here’’ (Down Recorder November 25, 1944). Photographs of the Saintfield camp show the slogans, ‘Back to the Rock’ and ‘We want our country is time now we were back’. 

Despite their dilemmas, the Gibraltarians found many ways to occupy their time and raise their spirits. Rachel Beniso remembers borrowing a bicycle to explore the local country lanes, as well as getting lifts to Belfast in delivery vehicles to have tea with her friends. The evacuees were a very musical people, fond of singing and playing instruments. There are many reports of concerts which gathered evacuees from the various camps; performers often made their own costumes for these events. Reports of the concerts, craft competitions and other events were carried in the Camp Courier, a magazine for the evacuees. The secretary of the camp clubs, Louis Manuel Castro, lived at the Saintfield camp.  The clubs taught the girls needlecraft and the boys woodwork to a high standard. 
One Camp Courier account covers the 1946 Christmas celebrations in the Saintfield camp. The report reads ‘The Feast of Christmas was opened with Midnight Mass in the camp at Christmas Eve, which attracted a large congregation and was celebrated by Rev. J. Barrett, B.A., Camp Chaplain. Particularly impressive and devotional was the rendering of the sacred hymns by the camp choir’ (Gingell 2012: 416).
A rich source of information on the camp is to be found in the Saintfield court accounts of the Down Recorder. One 1946 report attests to the Jewish nature of the camp. The catering manager, Bernard Becker, and a visiting lady friend, Doris Hough, were suspected of pocketing food, matches and soap intended for the evacuees. Becker was caught with food and soap when his car was intercepted by the police in Carryduff. He claimed to have bought the items in Belfast and Saintfield. Unfortunately for Becker, the haul included kosher margarine, the distinctiveness of which was attested to by Abraham Cohen. The soap was also incriminating, as it was 
similar to that manufactured for use in the camps (Down Recorder January 19, 1946).   
Another account hints at the deprivations of the Irish winters. In Saintfield court Esther Gabay was charged with making a coat out of a blanket, but the R.M. dismissed the case as it could not be proven that she had known that the blanket was not her possession, but that of the Ministry of Health (Down Recorder  June 23, 1945).  
Locals remarked on the differences between themselves and the Gibraltarians, some of which are folkloric in nature. I have encountered reports of evacuees playing football in their bare feet (this may have occurred owing to the shortage of footwear). Mr David Pettigrew told me there were all sorts of rumours about the exotic foodstuffs of the evacuees, including horses (which were definitely not kosher). Brian Kerr recalls a story often related to him about Ernie Whiteside, a keep-fit fanatic who lived on the Vestry Road. Ernie challenged some passing evacuees to a boxing match, only to be thrashed by a lightweight champion for his trouble! 
Rachel Beniso remembers making friends with local girls who worked in the camp while her mother made friends in Saintfield village. She told me, ‘Nobody looked down on us or anything like that’. Charlie Tribello remembers relations with the Saintfield people and WVS were ‘very good indeed’ and recalls invitations by a Mrs Coulter to visit her farm for dinner on many occasions.  There is other evidence of close relationships between locals and the evacuees. One court report concerns an assault upon Isaac Israel by fellow Gibraltarian, Daniel Gabay:
‘‘According to the evidence, at a ‘hop’ in Saintfield courthouse on 1st January, despite a warning to ‘lay off,’ Israel danced three times with Freda Simpson, of Ballaugherty, who had arrived with Gabay. Result: Israel was knocked senseless, and had afterwards to be tended in the sick bay by Sister McKenna at the near by camp’’ (Down Recorder January 20, 1945). 

There are examples of local sympathy for the plight of the evacuees, who found the Northern Irish welcome to be warmer than that of London. Rachel Beniso and other evacuees were invited by the Armytage Moores to visit Rowallane House. In March 1946 young evacuees from Saintfield were given a special treat when they were among the 200 Gibraltarian children who travelled to Comber to see Princess Elizabeth, where she stood godmother to the daughter of Lt. Commander James Osborne King:

‘The Royal car was stopped and a bouquet of flowers was presented to the Princess by Miss Ivonne Abudarham on behalf of the Gibraltarians. Her Royal Highness in reply said, ‘‘Thank you. This is very kind of the Gibraltarians’’’ (Belfast Telegraph March 19, 1946).
.
At the conclusion of the war, the Gibraltarians found themselves stranded in Northern Ireland as there was a shortage of accommodation on ‘the Rock’. The repatriation programme was very gradual and as such a subject of much controversy, with many recriminations concerning the delays. At the time of writing I have no date for the closure of the Saintfield camp, but the Gibraltarian historian Joe Gingell believes it to have been closed by July 1947. The date for the closure of the last camp in Northern Ireland, at Carryduff, is July 21st 1948. 
After the Gibraltarians left Saintfield, locals squatted in the camp, as there was a severe shortage of accommodation in the district. In 1948 the Armstrongs bought the camp site and turned it into a poultry farm; the chickens were housed in the Nissen huts. After the poultry farm was closed the Nissen huts were sold.
Memories of the wartime camp faded, but not, it seems, with Ulsterbus. In 1985 Billy Lanigan took a bus from Saintfield to Downpatrick. The ticket clearly records his point of embarkation as ‘Gibraltarian refugee camp’.
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