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The History of the Reading Düsseldorf Association 1946-2009 

By Robert Dimmick, Chairman of the Reading Düsseldorf Association 

This document is based on a talk to the History of Reading Society on Wednesday 19 March 2009.  

This version includes some text that was omitted from the talk for reasons of space, and copies of 

photographs and documents included in the Powerpoint presentation. 

Introduction 

Good evening, and thank you for inviting me to talk to you about the history of the friendship 

between Reading and Düsseldorf and of the Reading Düsseldorf Association.   

Lƴ ƻƴŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘƭȅ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΦ  L ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ƻƴŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŜȄŀƳ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 

life, but the one was O Level history.  L ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ƴŀǎǘer managed 

to undermine my natural inquisitiveness and interest in how things come about.  But after that, I 

studied maths, and he resigned ς ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ IŜǊ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ LƴǎǇŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ 

LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀƭƪΦ  LǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

who were involved, to look through the original archives of the Association, and to search the 

internet for information.  I can see how people can get drawn in to history, and I only wish I had time 

to do it pǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΦ  bƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ǳǇ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ 

unreliable source Wikipedia, and follow from one thing to another in order to get the last exact 

detail that either proves your guess about the past, or disproves it, or most likely leads you up a 

blind alley leading to no firm conclusion. 

Lƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŀƳ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƛǊƳŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΦ  LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

doing this for about seven years, having been Secretary before that since 1992.  Many other people 

have been involved far longer.   

I moved to Reading in 1980, and I was very active in politics, so in 1984 I became a member of the 

Borough Council.  I think it was probably the 40th anniversary celebrations of the link that got me 

interested in it.  When I knew that I was likely to become Mayor I realised that I would inevitably 

have some involvement with the Association, and would need to prepare.  At about the same time 

both my children were learning German at school, and I decided to learn some as well.   
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L ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΩ LƴǘŜǊŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛƴ мффл ǿŜ ƘŀŘ 

guests from Düsseldorf to stay with us.  The next year I visited Düsseldorf for the first time with the 

Churches Interchange, a couple of weeks after becoming Mayor.  I had two other visits there during 

my year, which I think is a record in recent years.  In 1992 I decided not to stand for the Council 

ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƻƻ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

Secretary.  LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ /ƘŀƛǊƳŀƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ нллмΦ 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΦ   

Summary 

L Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ LΩƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

Düsseldorf and its history.  I then plan to go into detail about how our friendship began, where I 

ƘƻǇŜ L Ŏŀƴ Ǉǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ  !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΣ LΩƭƭ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ 

which things have changed over the years, and finally describe where we are now and try to give a 

historical perspective about it all. 

So, the overview.   

¢ƘŜ ƭƛƴƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻǿƴ ǘǿƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

very first international links between Britain and Germany to be established after the second world 

war.  It began when the Colonel of the Royal Berkshire Regiment told the Mayor of Reading about 

the suffering of people in Düsseldorf, who were on less than starvation rations, living in ruins, very 

short of clothing, and generally in a desperate state.  The Mayor, Phoebe Cusden, responded by 

organising shipments of aid, by visiting Düsseldorf in August 1947 and by inviting six German 

children to stay in Reading for three months in 1948.  These exchanges of young people continued in 

various ways until 1992.  There were also exchanges between other groups and clubs and societies 

and organisations, which reached their peak in the 1980s and 1990s but have dropped off more 

recently.  Nevertheless, we are still an active organisation encouraging and supporting others to 

make contacts with Düsseldorf. 

We believe that we have the longest-lasting link between British and German towns.  Our nearest 

rivals are the links between Oxford and Bonn and between Bristol and Hannover, which also started 

in 1947.  In many ways we think our link is unique; it certainly broke the ground for many other links 

in this country and abroad. 

¢ƻ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ŀƴƴƛǾŜǊǎŀǊƛŜǎΣ ǿŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ tƘƻŜōŜ /ǳǎŘŜƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦ ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘ мфпт.  But 

before every birth there is a period of gestation. 

About Düsseldorf 

[ŜǘΩs tell you a bit about Düsseldorf.   
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It is one of the major cities of Germany ς its population is just over half a million, making it the ninth 

largestΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ǸǎǎŜƭέ ς and the Düssel is a very small river, not much 

bigger than the Holy Brook that runs behind this building, and certainly smaller than the Kennet.  It 

lies on the east bank of the Rhine, about 25 miles from the Dutch border at Venlo.  Just to the north 

is the Ruhr valley with cities like Dortmund, Essen, and Duisburg, which are almost a continuous 

conurbation, and each of them is similar in size to Düsseldorf.  Further south, or upstream on the 

Rhine, are Köln (Cologne), Bonn and Koblenz.   

During classical Roman times, the imperial border was on the Rhine, and so left-bank cities like 

Cologne are Roman foundations.  Düsseldorf on the right bank is not, although there was a major 

Roman camp at Novaesium, now Neuß, just across the river.  Düsseldorf is thus on the western edge 

of the part of Germany where ancient Rome never went.  It is also close to the major cultural 

divisions between the north and south of Germany.  A dialect division runs just to the south, and the 

religious boundary between Protestants and Catholics is a little to the north. 

IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ of the earliest known inhabitant of the Düsseldorf area: 
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The Neander valley, where Neanderthal Man was found, is about 10 miles to the east.  The valley 

was named after Joachim Neander, a young Lutheran pastor in Düsseldorf in the late 17th century 

who enjoyed the beauty of the area and wrote many well-known hymns. 

         

More recently than Neanderthal Man, there are signs of human occupation from the New Stone Age 

about 4500 BC, and from the Bronze and Iron Ages. 

Düsseldorf dates its civic existence back to the battle of Worringen on 5 June 1288, shown in this 

mural from the Council House: 
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when the Düsseldorfers and the Count of Berg established their independence of the Archbishop of 

Cologne, and Count Adolf V gave the city its charter.  Düsseldorf and Cologne still regard themselves 

as rivals.  Gradually Düsseldorf became a small town, and the Counts of Jülich-Berg-Cleves made 

their residence there.  The peak of its importance as a regional capital came when the Wittelsbach 

family inherited the duchy.   

The Elector Johann Wilhelm II who reigned from 1690 to 1716, contemporary with William of 

Orange and Queen Anne, was a great art lover.  Düsseldorfers know him as Jan Wellem and 
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remember him with great affection.  But when he died childless, and his successor inherited the 

ŎǊƻǿƴ ƻŦ .ŀǾŀǊƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ ²ƛǘǘŜƭǎōŀŎƘǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ aǳƴƛŎƘΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻƻƪ Wŀƴ ²ŜƭƭŜƳΩǎ ŀǊǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

with them, and it is the basis of the Alte Pinakothek in Munich. 

At the start of the 19th century, Napoleon occupied Düsseldorf and made it a local capital, but after 

his fall the area was given to the kingdom of Prussia and so ruled from Berlin.  This was the period of 

two famous residents, the poet Heinrich Heine and the composer Robert Schumann.   

    

After a period of poverty the city began to benefit from the Industrial Revolution, and in 1870 a 

railway bridge was built over the Rhine. The first road bridge followed in 1892, and between 1880 

and 1900 the population more than doubled.  Following the First World War it experienced a 

wƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜŦŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ-wing forces a few months later.  It was then part 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƛƭƛǘŀǊƛǎŜŘ wƘƛƴŜƭŀƴŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ IƛǘƭŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ   

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bŀȊƛ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜΣ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ L ƪƴƻǿΣ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭΦ  CƻǊ example, 

the synagogue was destroyed in 1938: 

            

In the Second World War Düsseldorf was one of the many targets for bombing by the RAF, with a 

raid by 156 Halifax bombers on an oil refinery in February 1945; more than 5000 residents died from 

air raids during the war.    When American forces approached the city from the east, having already 

crossed the Rhine, a group of citizens tried to arrange an unopposed entry.  The Nazis shot some of 

them, but others were able to make contact and avoid the total destruction of the city. 
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¢ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜŦǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅΦ  !ōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΣ 

and only 10% remained undamaged.  The rubble was estimated at ten million cubic metres.  All the 

bridges, most of the roads and much of the sewerage system were destroyed.  In the immediate 

post-war period, food and clothing were in very short supply, and there was a flood of refugees from 

German populations in eastern Europe.  Although civilian populations in all countries suffŜǊŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

likely that the worst suffering was experienced by those on the losing side. 

Here are some photos showing various places in Düsseldorf before the war, about the end of the 

war, and after rebuilding. 

First, the Schloßturm, which is the last part of the original castle that was left after the Napoleonic 

wars.  It is just to the north of the Rathaus, next to the Rhine. 

 

  

Going just round the corner and south about 100 metres, here is the Rathaus itself: 

   

And here is the Königsallee with one of the largest shops, Kaufhof. 
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After VE Day, Germany was divided into four occupation zones, and Düsseldorf was in the British 

zone.  Each zone was subdivided into what became the Länder of present-day Germany.  In the 

middle of 1946 a British cabinet committee decided that Düsseldorf should be the capital of the new 

state of North Rhine-Westphalia.  That went down very well in Düsseldorf, probably less so in 

Cologne. 

Since the war Düsseldorf has developed rapidly, changing from a coal and steel city rather like 

Sheffield into a centre for business, communications, insurance and fashion.  As well as its twinning 

with Reading, it now has similar links with Moscow, Warsaw, Chongqing, and Haifa, and also with 

Chemnitz in Saxony which it linked to when that city was called Karl-Marx-Stadt. 

The Cast 

At this point, I would like to introduce some of the people who play a more or less important part in 

the story. 

 

You will probably recognise the first picture: 

/ƭŜƳ !ǘǘƭŜŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ōǳǘ ƛt probably had some effect on what happened. 

LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ƴȅ ŀƎŜ ƻǊ ƻƭŘŜǊΣ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴΥ 
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Konrad Adenauer was later the first Chancellor of West Germany, but at this point he had been fired 

as Mayor of Cologne by the British occupation authorities, and was taking the lead in forming the 

CDU, the German Christian Democratic Party.  IŜΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ōƛǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦ 

This picture probably dates from about 40 years afterwards, so you might find it easy to recognise: 

 

We know him as Lord Longford, but at that time he was Lord Pakenham, and I will use that title in 

this talk.  He had stood for Oxford in 1945 as the Labour candidate, but failed to beat Quintin Hogg.  

LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ 9Ǿŀƴ 5ǳǊōƛƴΣ ŘǊŜǿ !ǘǘƭŜŜΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ fact 

ǘƘŀǘ CǊŀƴƪ tŀƪŜƴƘŀƳΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ sixth Earl of Longford, was childless, so even if Pakenham 

ever got into the Commons, any career that he might have there would be ended when he 

succeeded to the earldom.  There were 16 Labour peers at the time out of 831, so Attlee took the 

hint and gave Pakenham a peerage in his own right.  By late 1946 he was a junior minister in the War 

Office, speaking in the Lords about occupied Germany.   

LΩŘ ōŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ this man. 
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He went to the same school as I did, some fifty years before me.  He lived at Brimpton, a few miles 

ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ wŜŀŘƛƴƎΦ  Iƛǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

bookshelves, in distinctive yellow dust-jackets.  He was well known on the left of politics.  He was a 

Jew who campaigned for fair treatment for Germans after the war.  His name was Victor Gollancz. 

 

Major-General Collins was the Colonel of the Royal Berkshire Regiment during and immediately after 

the Second World War.   He was born in Reading in 1880, and joined the regiment in 1899.  By 

September 1939 he was C.B., C.M.G., D.S.O. , Legion of Honour, Croix de Guerre and on retirement 

pay.  He became Colonel of the Regiment on 6 April 1940, and reached the retirement age on 25 

February 1942, but continued as Colonel until 22 November 1946.  From 1942 he was Civil Defence 

Commissioner for the Southern Region of England. 

And finally, the founder of the Reading Düsseldorf Association: 
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Phoebe Cusden was the Mayor of Reading from November 1946 to November 1947.  But she had 

done a lot of other things.  Before the First World War she had been an active trade unionist in the 

Post Office, and helped to run holiday camps for hundreds of deprived girls and boys.  She was a 

founding member of the Reading Labour PartyΣ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛǘǎ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ, and with her husband 

Albert was responsible for a very successful party newspaper, the Reading Citizen.  She was very 

committed to nursery education, worked for some years as organising secretary of the Nursery 

Schools Association, and wrote the standard work on nursery schools at a time when pre-school 

education was just beginning.  She became a pacifist and later a Quaker, and was very much 

committed to peace and reconciliation.  Phoebe served on the Board of Poor Law Guardians, and 

stood for the Council and for Parliament, and was elected a Councillor in 1931.  Immediately after 

the Second World War she re-established the local branch of the Save the Children Fund.   

LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘat Phoebe did in relation to Germany and Düsseldorf during 

her year as Mayor.  You might get the impression she did nothing else.  That would be totally wrong; 

she seems to have been extremely active in all the routine duties of a Mayor, as well as leading relief 

efforts in the serious flooding of early 1947. 

When Phoebe Cusden became Mayor, she appointed her daughter Barbara as Mayoress.   

 

LΩƳ ƎƭŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ƛǎ ŀƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ƘƻƭǎŜȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ ǿŀǎ 

taken before shŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ aŀȅƻǊŜǎǎΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ 
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One other person should be mentioned for whom I have no pictures.   

William Asbury was originally a local Labour politician in Sheffield, was deputy regional 

commissioner responsible for Reading during the war, and then became regional commissioner for 

North Rhine-Westphalia based in Düsseldorf. 

Origins of the Link 

IŀǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ   

 

tƘƻŜōŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ !ƴƴǳŀƭ wŜǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘion, was 

like this: 

Some weeks before Christmas 1946, the then Mayor of Reading (Mrs. Phoebe Cusden) was 

asked to launch a Christmas appeal for food, clothing and sweets for German children.  This 

she gladly consented to do and a letter was sent to the local press asking for contributions. 

A meeting was held in the Council Chamber at which Major General Collins of the Royal 

Berkshire Regiment, who had just returned from Germany, and Mr. Victor Gollancz 

described conditions in that country.  Both made moving appeals for food and clothing and 

General Collins himself brought a sackful of boots and shoes which he had personally 

collected from amongst his friends.  There was a generous response to the appeal and many 

parcels of food, clothing and toys were despatched to Germany through the Save Europe 

Now Committee. 

A subsequent suggestion that Reading might 'adopt' a German town was taken up.  It met 

with the warm approval and support of the Minister for German Affairs (Lord Pakenham) 
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and the Regional Commissioner for North Rhine-Westphalia, (Mr. William Asbury) who was 

well-known to Reading residents as Deputy Regional Commissioner for the South Midland 

Region of England during the war. 

Düsseldorf, Mr. Asbury's Headquarters, was chosen and arrangements were made for the 

Mayor and Mayoress, with Mr. A. E. Cusden, to visit that city in August, 1947.   

²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀƳŜ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ aŀƧƻǊ-General Collins, only a few weeks 

before he ceased to be Colonel of the regiment.  My researches suggest that others also played a 

major part. 

As early as September 1945, Phoebe Cusden had written a letter to the Spectator saying that British 

people would willingly receive children from Europe into their homes, even ex-enemies, if children 

could be so called.  So she had clearly been thinking along these lines for some time.  In her speech 

when she became Mayor, on 9 November 1946, she suggested that the exchange visits with 

Zaandam in Holland that had already started might be extended more widely, even to ex-enemy 

countries. 

hƴ с bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мфпсΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ Řŀȅǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ tƘƻŜōŜΩǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ aŀȅƻǊΣ [ƻǊŘ tŀƪŜƴƘŀƳ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ 

ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ DŜǊƳŀƴȅ άŀ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ƳŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ƳŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

response from Victor Gollancz in the News Chronicle a few days later, where he ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ Ψŀ 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŦŜŜōƭŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ reported that people in Düsseldorf were living on between 400 and 

1000 calories per day, and said that 400 was half the Belsen rate.  Gollancz had already toured 

DŜǊƳŀƴȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŀƳŜŘ ά{ŀǾŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ bƻǿέΦ 

! ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ [ƻǊŘ tŀƪŜƴƘŀƳ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ DƻƭƭŀƴŎȊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΥ 

ά²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ώtŀƪŜƴƘŀƳϐ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ DƻƭƭŀƴŎȊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ 

was allowing the Germans to starve, he wrote to Clement Attlee expressing his own 

difficulty in defending the government position unless steps were taken to improve the 

situation.  The Prime Minister, if he had not already realized, saw that he had a tender 

conscience on his hands.  He summoned his young minister and listened with interest to his 

plea, but little changed over the severe winter of 1946-тΦέ 

Within three weeks after her installation as Mayor, Phoebe Cusden wrote to the local press 

appealing for food and clothing for German children.  She said later on that this request came from 

General Collins.  If it did, I wonder why he made it at that moment.  Did he receive orders from Lord 

Pakenham, or even from Bevin or Attlee, to get something happening that would do some good for 

ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ±ƛŎǘƻǊ DƻƭƭŀƴŎȊΚ  L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 

looked into that guess, but maybe a more competent historian would like to investigate it.  Or, of 

course, General Collins may independently have been moved by the suffering he could see all 

around his headquarters in Düsseldorf.  And did Phoebe also have direct contact that early with Lord 

Pakenham, whom she already knew well, or with Victor Gollancz, who lived only a few miles away? 

IŜǊŜΩǎ ƘŜǊ ƭŜǘter: 
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Sir,- Now that permission has been granted for the 

dispatch of food parcels to Germany, I am sure that 

most people will welcome an opportunity of sending 

a little Christmas cheer to the unfortunate children in 

the British zone of Germany, who cannot be held 

responsible in any way for the guilt of the Nazi party. 

It might be difficult for any one family to send an 

entire parcel, whereas they would be willing to 

contribute one or two articles.  Therefore, a 

collection of foodstuffs is being organised under the 

ǘƛǘƭŜ ά¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ ²ƛƴǘŜǊ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ DŜǊƳŀƴ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦέ  I appeal most earnestly for the utmost 

generosity, which will create a feeling of goodwill 

between ourselves and the recipients, so necessary 

to future peace.  All food, clothing and money 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ά{ŀǾŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ 

bƻǿέ CǳƴŘΦ  I am particularly anxious to ensure that 

a good many parcels should arrive in time for 

Christmas and I ask that readers who are willing to 

contribute should send a postcard to me at the Town 

Hall in order that I may arrange for the gifts to be 

collected.  The scheme will continue throughout the 

winter, however, and a large body of helpers will be 

required to act as Ward organisers, collectors, sorters 

and packers.  Will individuals and organisations 

willing to act as such kindly communicate 

immediately with either :- 

Mrs. M. Kemp, 17, Craven Road, Reading; Mrs. L. 

Harris, 94, Southampton Street, Reading, or Mrs. J. 

Kirk, 157 Kentwood Hill, Tilehurst, Reading. 

Donations will be welcome, however small, and 

these should be addressed to me at the Town Hall. 

A meeting will be held in the Council Chamber, Town 

Hall, Reading on December 6th, at 6.30 p.m., and it is 

hoped that all interested in the scheme will attend. 

 Yours faithfully, 

  PHOEBE E. CUSDEN 

   Mayor of Reading. 
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Initial reactions 

The appeal got a mixed response.  The Berkshire Chronicle published an editorial saying: 

άLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

circle the globe on the feast of the Nativity, and our own Dickens would be by to chide us in 

this connection.   But there are deeper issues than sympathy and greater causes than 

ǎǳŎŎƻǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ōŜǎǘƛŀƭ ŜƴŜƳȅΦ  Χ  ²Ŝ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ .ƻŎƘŜΦ  Iƛǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ 

what to us may pass as neighbourly solicitude is mistaken by him as masterly interference.  

Χ ²Ŝ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ Řƻǳōǘǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŜǊǾŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

creeds in our own country so lavishly broadcast, is as real as it is made out to be.  We see no 

reason why the children of a nation who suffered so much in war, should be called upon for 

further sacrifices from their slender resources to give our late enemies another reason to 

ƎƛōŜ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŦƻƭƭȅΦ ά 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛȄ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ letters, an unusually large number.  Four of them 

supported the editor, two supported Phoebe.  A week after that, there was a response backing 

Phoebe from a 15-year-old boy.  Both Major-General Collins and Victor Gollancz addrŜǎǎŜŘ tƘƻŜōŜΩǎ 

meeting, and many people offered to help.   

The collection was very successful.  On 17 January 1947 the Berkshire Chronicle reported a total of 

£79 12s 2d, 1000lb of food, 150 parcels and 12 sacks of clothing and shoes.  A little more money 

trickled in later, making a total of £93 2s 2d by 7 March. 

Why Düsseldorf and Reading? 

By March 1947, ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tƘƻŜōŜΩǎ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΣ she had ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ΨǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜΩ ǘƻ ΨŀŘƻǇǘΩ 

Düsseldorf.  While that decision is obviously very interesting to us, LΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

contemporary statement saying why she made that choice.  It was one of the places where Victor 

DƻƭƭŀƴŎȊ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎŜŜƴ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ tƘƻŜōŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

report mentions that it was the headquarters of the Regional Commissioner, Mr Asbury, another 

person whom she knew.  I suspect that with the obvious need in Düsseldorf and the good contacts 

ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ DŜǊƳŀƴ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

choice of Düsseldorf therefore probably stems from the Cabinet decision in June 1946 to create the 

new Land of North Rhine-Westphalia and make Düsseldorf its capital.  And although I have seen 

copies of the Cabinet and military documents recording that decision, none of them gives a reason 

for it. 

.ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ  ²Ŝ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎƪ άǿƘȅ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦΚέ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ άǿƘȅ 

wŜŀŘƛƴƎΚέ  It might well have been Sheffield ς a city of similar size with similar connections to mining 

and heavy industry.  Mr Asbury was a former Sheffield councillor, and ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tƘƻŜōŜ /ǳǎŘŜƴΩǎ 

biographer he tried to set up a link between those citiesΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΤ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪ ǿƛǘƘ wŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

did.  Why? 

That has a simple answer ς the personality of Phoebe Cusden, and her commitment to international 

peace and friendship, and her decisive and rapid action in response to need, coupled with the 

coincidences that meant she already had contacts at least with Lord Pakenham and Mr Asbury, and 
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probably also Victor Gollancz and General Collins.  If all the other events I have mentioned had 

happened, but Phoebe had overlooked them, I doubt if Reading would have responded at all. 

Life in Düsseldorf 

LǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦ ŀǘ 

that time. 

The first pƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǎŜƴǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ǇŀǊǘȅΣ 

the SPD, to its members in exile in Britain ς which has been put on the Internet by the Friedrich Ebert 

Foundation.  In September 1946, just before the events I have mentioned, it reported on a 

Düsseldorf secondary school with 486 pupils.  93 of them were absent because of illness and 

malnourishment.  28.5% of them had no fathers, 25% could not afford to pay for school meals, three 

quarters of them had nothing to eat before coming to school, and the majority brought no food with 

them.  Of the 393 who did get to school, 219 had no jacket, 339 no warm underclothing, and 341 no 

shoes.  68 of them lived in bunkers, and 265 in rubble, basements or overcrowded quarters. 

IΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ±ƛŎǘƻǊ DƻƭƭŀƴŎȊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦ ς 400 to 1000 

calories per day.  There are various figures quoted in different sources, but none of them suggest 

adequate food even by the standards of British food rationing at that time. 

Phoebe Cusden visits Düsseldorf 

The next thing to happen was that Lord Pakenham was appointed Chancellor of the Duchy of 

Lancaster in April 1947.  It may not be obvious to you, but that meant that he was in overall charge 

of the British occupation zones in Germany and Austria ς previously, at the War Office, I presume 

the focus was more on the military side.  Almost at once he went to Germany, and he went to 

Düsseldorf, where he met Konrad Adenauer ς at that time, the leader of the CDU in North Rhine-

Westphalia.   We read that:  

ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƻƻƪ ƘƛƳ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ 5ǳōƭƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘΥ ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ Ψŀ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǊǳƭŜΩΤ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ 

ΨL ǿŀǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ ƘŜ 

wrote in his autobiography, Avowed IntentΦ  ΨL ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ 5ǸǎǎŜƭŘƻǊŦΣ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ 

ƘǳƴƎǊȅΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ άƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ȅƻǳΤ 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǊƻǳŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ DŜǊƳŀƴέΦΩ 

Phoebe Cusden announced her planned visit to Düsseldorf at the end of May.  There were two 

public reactions I know of; the Church Council of Tilehurst sent a letter of support, and the Reading 

branch of the British Legion expressed its view that people in Reading should be helped first, even if 

they were not ex-ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜƳŜƴΦ  aǊǎ /ǳǎŘŜƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƭȅ 

from the British Legion sounds to me as if they realised they had gone a bit too far. 

WiǘƘ [ƻǊŘ tŀƪŜƴƘŀƳΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ !ǎōǳǊȅΣ tƘƻŜōŜ ƘŀŘ 

comparatively little trouble in organising a trip to Düsseldorf.  But there were still problems.  She 

could take along her Mayoress, her daughter Barbara, then in her early 20s and taking a short break 

between leaving Cambridge and starting teacher training.  But Barbara tells me that to begin with 
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ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƭōŜǊǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƭƻƴƎΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

that was soon solved.  They needed an interpreter, and Albert was well qualified after having lived in 

Germany for six years, even if most of that was as a prisoner of the Kaiser.  And they also took along 

a reporter from the Berkshire Chronicle.  They went on 6 August, and stayed in Düsseldorf for a 

week or so. 

They were welcomed by the Oberbürgermeister, Josef Gockeln.  He had only held office for just over 

a month; his predecessor Dr Karl Arnold had just taken over as Prime Minister of the new Land of 

North Rhine-Westphalia, and he also met Phoebe. 
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The local paper, the Rheinische Post, described her programme: on Monday she visited the City 

Council, on Tuesday feeding stations at schools, nursery schools and a youth camp, on Wednesday 

shelters and emergency housing, on Thursday a chemical laboratory, the police station and the 

harbour, and on Friday factories and hospitals.  Quite a whirlwind for a lady of 60.  


