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I: Interviewer 
MB: Mr Berner 
 
MB: My name is Max Berner. 
I: Right.  Now, Mr Berner, I’d like you to go back as far as you can.  
Do you remember your grandparents? 
MB: No.   
I: Nothing at all? 
MB: No. 
I: Did your father come from abroad? 
MB: Yes, my father came, as far as I can remember, from Latvia. 
I: Yes. 
MB: On the Baltic coast. 
I: Did he tell you anything about his life in Latvia? 
MB: Well, no. I only know that he came over as an immigrant. 
(voice) Who’s that, Max? 
I: Excuse me, but we mustn’t talk, because we’re on the air, you see.  
You were going back over this? 
MB: Yes, I must apologise.  It must have been somewhere in the 1890s, as 
far as I can recall, my elder brother was born in London in 1894 and I was 
born in Manchester in 1896. 
I: I see.  Did he tell you anything about the reasons why he came 
over to England?  Why did he leave? 
MB: Yes, I believe to escape the oppression in Russia.  That was all I can 
recall. 
I: Hmmmm….. 
MB: His reason for coming over here. 
I: Was he ever involved in actual violence or was it that life was 
difficult generally? 
MB: Well, I imagine the real reason was because life was unbearable over 
there.  No freedom at all and he felt there was some opportunity offered to 
him in England. 
I:  I see.  You don’t know what his parents did for a living? 
MB: No, I’m sorry.  I can’t help you there. 
I: I see.  Did he come straight to Birmingham or did he go 
somewhere else first? 
MB: No, I believe he went first to London.  After London I think Manchester. 
And then from Manchester to Birmingham.   
I: Do you know what he did in those places?  How he managed, how 
he earned a living? 
MB: Yes, he was a tailor by his trade and all I can recall was that when he 
was in Birmingham he started a tailor’s workshop and had a few people 
working for him and a coat maker. 
I: Do you remember the workshop where he was? 
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MB: Yes, I remember the workshop was in Piggott Street, Birmingham, off 
Bath Row and then afterwards in Bath Row and from there to Islington Row.  
After that he retired and by that time I had started in business for myself as a 
steel merchant and I gave him a little job in my office. 
I: I see.  Well, before we go on to your career, what about your 
mother, could you tell me something about her? 
MB: Very well.  I remember my mother.  She was very kind.   
I: You don’t remember your maternal grandparents at all? 
MB: No, I knew nothing of my grandparents on either side. 
I: Did your mother come from abroad? 
MB: Yes, my mother came from the same territory, the same district as my 
late father. 
I: Did they meet, did they marry over there? 
MB: As far as I can recall, yes. 
I: I see.  So, already married when they came here. 
MB: Oh yes.  I was born in wedlock! (laughs). 
I: Well, it doesn’t matter very much.  Ok then, so, they came here.  
Do you know why he came to Birmingham? 
MB: To Birmingham? 
I: Yes. 
MB: No, I’ve absolutely no idea.  I’ve often wondered why on earth he came 
to Birmingham.   
I: Well, that’s one of the problems, why people did or didn’t. 
MB: Well, I’m glad he did, because I was able to start my own career in 
Birmingham.   
I: I see.  Were you born in Birmingham? 
MB: No, I was born in Manchester, I must have come to Birmingham when I 
was about 3 months old, as far as I can recall being told.   
I: I see.  Can you tell us anything about your home and early days? 
MB: Oh, we had an ordinary working man’s fairly comfortable home.  We 
had our usual hardships that most working people had in those days. 
I: Was it a very Orthodox home? 
MB: No, not particularly.  He was a god-fearing man, always went to 
Synagogue on the Sabbath. 
I: Which Synagogue did he go to? 
MB: To the Singers Hill, or branch of the Singers Hill.  They had an offshoot 
there but mainly it was Singers Hill. 
I: There was an offshoot? 
MB: Yes. The old Infants’ School.  That offshoot became necessary during 
the High Festivals, when the main Synagogue was full up. 
I: Like an overflow? 
MB: The overflow, really. 
I: I see.  And where did you go to school? 
MB: I went to the Hebrew School. 
I: Do you have any recollections of that? 
MB: The Hebrew School?  Yes, lots.   
I: Would you like to tell us something about it? 
MB: Well, I was keen on my studies, I was a student over Mr. Green, I recall 
vividly when he was teaching standard four, I remember a little before 
standard four but mainly my more vivid recollections were from standard four 
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when Mr. Green was my school teacher. And every year when we were 
promoted Mr. Green was promoted with us; I would say he went up with us, 
really. And from the time I was a student of Mr. Green’s in standard four, until 
I left the Hebrew School in the seventh standard Mr. Green was my teacher. 
And he was so interested in about half a dozen of the boys who he felt were 
more interesting as students than the remaining boys, and girls,  that he had 
half a dozen of us stay behind after school when he taught us a little French, a 
little algebra, chess, and that was… 
I: I’ve heard he was a great disciplinarian, very free with the cane. 
MB: Oh yes he was, he certainly was, and strangely enough this was a 
remarkable coincidence, when I joined the * of loyalty some years later, I 
believe that the invitation, Mr. Green, my old school teacher, was an initiate 
with me, that’s the first time I believe of many, many years when two initiates 
were taken together, Mr. Green, my old school teacher, and myself became 
initiates. Now Mr. Green as you say was not only a strict disciplinarian he 
became the teacher of the lodge of instruction, now although we joined up 
together Mr. Green went through the chair of loyalty in 1932 I think, I would 
have gone through the following year if I had maintained my interested in it, 
nut I didn’t. I carried on as an ordinary mason, I was a senior steward actually, 
and I took no official part in masonry, but years later I became a founder of 
what is known as the Robin Hood Lodge. So I was a senior steward in the 
one, and a founder of the other, some years ago I resigned. 
I: So have you any other recollections of the school? 
MB: Well as a youngster I recall that I was the champion swimmer of the 
school. As a result of my popularity through swimming they made me Vice 
Captain of the cricket club, although I’d never played. (laughs) 
I: They had very little room for sports? 
MB: Well they had inter-school sports, I recall as a youngster we often played 
a non-Jewish council school, called Tindock Street, more often than not they 
beat the Hebrew school. Otherwise I have no particular recollections. 
I. Where did you play because there was certainly no room in…? 
MB: Cannon Hill Park, but in swimming I managed to get a 10 length 
certificate, which was very unusual amongst the Jewish boys, and I became a 
sort of minor hero to the kids. 
I: Did you go into any other schools afterwards? 
MB: I went to College in Birmingham to learn short-hand typing in order to 
make some progress in my commercial activity, and later when I had my job 
in the metal firm, I went to the technical school, night school, and I got a 
diploma for metallurgical chemistry. 
I: Where was this? 
MB: In Suffolk Street 
I: Was that Mathew Boulton College? 
MB: No, Birmingham Technical School, in Suffolk Street. 
I: So you left school? 
MB: I left school when I was about 14 and a half. 
I: And what did you do then? 
MB: I got a job as an office boy in an Iron Merchants office. 
I: Was it just by chance you happened to, I mean were you particularly 
interested in metal? 
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MB: No no, all I wanted to do because of the economics at the time was to 
earn a few shillings, and the first job that I had was a bit of an achievement in 
a way because in those days the wages of an office boy was five shillings a 
week, but because I had written across the envelope ‘I am the man’, and 
asked for 7 6 I got it. (laughs) 
But after I had been with the firm for about 3 months, I didn’t think much of the 
organisation in the company and I tried to correct it, I hadn’t the punished idea 
what to do, but that didn’t stop me from trying, and I made quite a mess of the 
whole thing. And my boss said to me one day, he said to me, Berner, this 
place isn’t big enough for the two of us he says, and I’m stuck here. And my 
next job purely by chance was also in a metal place connected with lead and 
spelter, and I was there for 13 months, could see no possibility of progress, 
and I applied for another job by going to the Labour Exchange by which time I 
had studied a little short-hand and typewriting and new what I felt was 
sufficient to… 
I: Could we just put a date to this around about? 
MB: A date? Oh yes, my first job would be around 1909 about, my second job 
about 13 months later, my, no, round about 9, 10, 11th, my last job was as a 
firm connected with the steel industry mainly, which because I had became 
very keen, I had gone to night school to learn something about metallurgy and 
the manufacture of pig iron, and it was there where I got my diploma for 
metallurgical chemistry, which helped me later when I joined the army, if I may 
go on from there? 
I: Yes go on, please. 
MB: When I joined in 1917 I wanted to get with my late wife’s brother, now he 
was in the Special Brigade, the Poison Gas section, in order to qualify, one 
had to have a knowledge of chemistry, my diploma provided the necessary 
evidence that I was sufficient in it, and I had no problem getting in. 
I: So when the war broke out what job were you doing then? 
I was, I had just started in business on my own, after my last job I asked my 
boss if I could go out travelling for the company, and he thought that I was too 
young, well too young looking anyway. And he and his partner felt I would be 
too young to represent them, and I wasn’t satisfied, I felt discontented and I 
resigned. Normally they expected a months notice, but either because they 
didn’t want to bother, gave me my month’s wages and allowed me to leave at 
once. 
I: Could you just have an idea what your wages were in your last job? 
MB: Yes, when I left my last place I was earning 27 and 6 pence per week. 
What do you want to know from there? 
I: Yes, so then you went into business on your own. 
MB: I went into business on my own, I was then courting my first wife, and I 
told her when she asked me what I would like to do, I said I would like to start 
a business on my own, it was always my objective, and she said I don’t want 
to enquire into your finances, but it would be interesting to know just what 
you’re going to start with and she said if you’re worrying about the ring for me 
don’t let it concern you I am quite prepared to wait. And my total capital at that 
time was £50, and by the time I had paid my telephone, and part of my rent in 
advance, and bought some second hand furniture for the office, I had £14 left, 
and this £14 was a start of my business capital, and from then on… 
I: What sort of business was it? 
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MB: We were selling steel scrap and parcels of steel as they came along.  I 
was very fortunate because conditions were with us, one really only had to 
buy, not sell, as almost hourly the market was advancing, and as soon as you 
got hold of a parcel you could make some sort of profit. Well in order to 
survive, I knew I would make a bit of profit but I knew I would have to sell it 
quickly to get paid necessary cash, so everything I bought had to be paid for 
in cash and I was compelled to sell for it in cash. Anyway that was the 
commencement of my business. 
I: How do you go about buying this, what’s the method of starting? 
I knew from the procedure in my old company just what to do. I had some 
knowledge of the type of people who sold the material my old company 
bought, and I just went round a few of them, the fact I was up so early in the 
morning encouraged them to encourage me, and conditions as I say were 
really with me. 
I: Well, we’ve come to the war years now. 
MB: During the war? 
I: Well, how did you start?  Did you join up fairly soon, then? 
MB: No, I wasn’t allowed to join up in the early days, not that I was 
particularly keen on the Army and its regimentation, but my brother had 
already joined up, my late brother, and in 1917 conditions in this country were 
so bad as a result of the trouble in Cambrai that I joined up.  I knew that I 
would have to go sooner or later and when I applied for a position, the 
regiment I wanted, I asked to join the Special Brigade which my fiancée’s 
brother was already a member of, so my diploma at the Technical School 
made the passage easy. 
I: So, what happened in the business meanwhile? 
MB: Ah, my fiancée, my late wife was she became later, looked after it and 
she managed it very well until I returned.  And then we got married.  I had 
some special business leave while I was in the Army, I had a month’s 
business leave to settle some Income Tax affairs and on my month’s leave I 
married my first wife. 
I: I see.  Well, could you tell us something about your Army career? 
MB: Yes, a little.  The company Special Brigade were a poison gas section.  
I joined with ‘H’ company.  It was the poison gas section but I couldn’t get to 
my brother in law in the early days, on my return from my… 
 
Recording stops 
 
I: Now, let’s see if it’s working properly. 
MB: Yes, well.  You want me to go on with? 
I: I remember my son being very glad to be able to win a free pass 
to the baths. You were able to do likewise? 
MB: Yes, it was an award. 
I: Where did we get to with the award? 
MB: The award was granted to anyone who could swim 10 lengths in those 
days. 
I: Yes, yes, but the war now, you were going in, why the poison 
gas?  It’s so horrible. 
MB: When I joined my company, I was sent down to a little place called 
Withenhoe near Plymouth, in March 16th or 17th, 1917.  After the usual military 
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exercises we embarked for France and we landed in the August of that year 
at Dunkirk.  We were bombed out of Dunkirk the day we arrived, and I almost 
lost the heel of my foot by lumps of shrapnel, which I tried to pick up and 
dropped very quickly because it was red-hot and we finally were encamped in 
some depot in Dunkirk until the next day or the day after that, I’m not too sure, 
we were moved up to a place called Betheune.  After that we joined our 
respective companies and we had our usual operations and exercises with 
gas bombs, which meant the propelling of these bombs to the German lines 
and at a given time signal the gas was released and it was supposed to 
render helpless the German soldiers, poison them or kill them, which was the 
whole idea of the operation.  And this went on the whole of the time, until I got 
my month’s business leave which, I’ve explained, I’d got married and when on 
my return I applied to rejoin my 2nd Company, that was my brother in law’s 
company, ‘M’ Company, my first company was ‘H’ Company, this was ‘M’ 
Company and I was with my brother in law in ‘M’ Company until I was 
demobilised in the early part of 1919. 
I: When you said you were doing the usual exercises, were you just 
practising throwing these things? 
MB: Well, we were practising when we arrived at, when we were in France, 
we were on operations.   
I: Actually? 
MB: Actually, oh yes.  In fact you’ll be interested in this, I have my 
enlistment papers, my original enlistment papers, I’ve got my demobilisation 
papers and I have details of every operation which took place, every gas 
operation which took place during my activity, see.  This is a list of all the 
various operations at the front and they, the most serious one, took place on 
July 9th, 1918.  Which happened to be on our lines, we lost a lot of men on 
that occasion.  After that shocking, terrible incident, our OC, my OC happened 
to be Major Casson, was Sybil Thorndike’s husband, and he threw a party for 
us, a concert party.  And at this concert party my late brother in law and 
myself and Major Casson participated in this concert and I became quite 
friendly with Major Casson and with Sybil Thorndike and I have a programme 
here for the concert which occurred on this particular occasion. And when 
Major Casson died I sent a letter to Sybil Thorndike, which she 
acknowledged, I still have her correspondence and from Major Casson 
himself.   
I: Were you ever attacked with gas in return? 
MB: Oh yes, frequently.  But we managed to escape, we weren’t affected.  
The only time we were really, speaking for myself, the only time we were 
really affected, it was a daylight raid on Peckerwood on July 9th.  It was the 
only occasion that I can recall that in the Special Brigade as a battalion, as a 
corps, that they had a raid in daylight, all our raids were at night, but this was 
some particular skirmish in conjunction with a raid, a daylight raid by the Duke 
of Wellington’s Light Infantry.  Unfortunately we lost a lot of men, my own 
helmet was very badly hit but fortunately, no serious consequences.  
I: Did you feel, in these raids, did you feel frightened?  It’s awfully 
difficult to imagine. 
MB: Well, no.  Frankly I was never frightened of the actual occurrence, I 
was only frightened before the incident took place, in fact on the retreat from 
St Quentin (this was later on in the war) when we were told to man the 
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trenches because the Germans would be coming over in very, very large 
numbers and all we had to do was to fire our rifles in order to frighten them 
into believing that we were a very large company ready to attack them.  We 
were only about a handful.  I couldn’t hold my rifle straight I was so trembling, 
but once we got the word to fire I was as cool as we all were, as cool as one 
would be in ordinary company, fear completely left us, but until we got the 
word to fire, speaking for myself, I was trembling. 
I: Did they give you a rum ration before you went over the top? 
MB: No, we had several rum rations after the operation.  We only got our 
rum ration when we’d finished our particular operation.  We got plenty of rum, 
but it was always after, never before.   
I: I always thought it was before? 
MB: Well, in the infantry it was nearly all before, with us I thought it was 
because we had to keep a cool head.  We never had Dutch courage allotted 
to us that way. 
I: You went ahead of the infantry, did you?  Throwing gas bombs? 
MB: Yes and no.  It just depended on the particular skirmish.  We just did 
what we were told by our superior officers and I hear more often than not the 
infantry were never really concerned.  The only time I can recall personally 
that the infantry were concerned was in this daylight raid, really.  They were in 
the front line the infantry were in the front line ready to go over the top.  We 
were in the reserve with our drain pipe guns.  Our front line was too near the 
German front line for them to fire their guns at us, so they fired them at the 
reserve line, which the Special Brigade were housed, entrenched.  So we 
really got the brunt of the shelling. 
I: Were you wounded at all?  Were you ever wounded? 
MB: No, I was not wounded.  I was rendered sick with trench fever and sent 
down the line, but I was never actually wounded.   
I: What was trench fever? 
MB: Well, it’s a kind of pneumonia of a kind, some sort of pneumonia. 
I: Was it the result of standing in water? 
MB: Actually, no.  Trench fever came through the louse.   
I: Oh, the fleas, the lice? 
MB: Yes.  I believe there’s some special word for it, I’ve forgotten what it is, 
where most people who suffer from trench fever have this pneumonia rash 
and I was sent down to convalescent camp near Rouen for six weeks and 
then after that we were back into the line again. 
I: So you were living in the trenches for quite a long time?   
MB: Well, we were living in the trenches or just outside in the special little 
huts very near, we weren’t always actually in the trenches except when we 
were on a particular skirmish.  While we were in camp, either ready preparing 
the bombs, we were in little bivouacs. 
I: Tents? 
MB: Dumps of one kind or another.  We were kept busy with the exercises 
and skirmishes and military runs and route marches, you know, the usual 
military operations.   
I: What were the living conditions like?  Terrible, I suppose.  Could 
you explain them, describe them?  And were you able to keep 
yourselves clean? 
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MB: Well, yes, more or less.  We had regular baths when conditions and 
circumstances permitted, if you were on a forced march or a retreat which 
was advisable to participate in, we had our difficulties, like everybody else but 
on the whole the living wasn’t too bad.   
I: Were you fed properly? 
MB: Yes, on the whole, yes.  The usual problems that most infantrymen 
had, you know, we had to put up with, oh, what they call it in one of the Army 
cafés, you know, the Army camps, what we call a café call, if you wanted café 
or if you wanted tea it wouldn’t matter if it was cocoa, you see, it was all the 
one dish, the one liquid did for anything you wanted.  In convalescent camp, 
another interesting experiment, the YMCA, in order to minimise the boredom, 
got a few of the soldiers who were interested to listen to music that the local 
band were playing, operatic musical and the usual well-known scores, The 
Peasant or La Traviata or a bit of Faust and a prize was awarded for the one 
who was the most successful in guessing the names of the music and so on.  
All the scores they played, I was not only able to recognise all the music they 
did play, but I could tell them something about the composer, you see, so I 
walked away with the prize for this job, really an exercise to keep the boys 
happy. 
I: You were in the Army from? 
MB From March 1917 until the end of January 1919.   
I: Two years, nearly.   
MB: About, getting on. 
I: Did you find it very difficult to adjust to ordinary life afterwards? 
MB: Well, fortunately, no.  I got into the swing afterwards with my late wife 
and made quite a success of my little business and I went on from there.  
Unfortunately my wife died in 1947 and then I met this lovely lady. 
I: You were the whole of the time in France, were you? 
MB: France and Belgium, yes.   
I: In your army service yes. What did you think when peace was 
declared?  How did you feel? 
MB: Well (laughs) naturally I was delighted, actually I was in charge of 
some German prisoners when peace was declared and what intrigued me 
that, along with the German prisoners we had some Chinese coolies and 
these prisoners, German prisoners, along with a few English soldiers, 
naturally, and there were these Chinese coolies.  We were in charge of a 
huge ammunition dump and the dump had to be cleared and the Chinese 
coolies who were on operations to help us there were told that once they 
cleared this dump of ammunition, the guns and drainpipe bombs, they could 
have the rest of the day to themselves.  They formed a chain and I’ve never 
seen a dump cleared so quickly in all my life.  They started here and the chain 
must have been 40 or 50 Chinese and in about 2 hours the whole dump was 
cleared, it was an amazing exhibition of speed and labour when there was 
something at the end of it.   
I: Who organised them?  Themselves? 
MB: No, there was a Corporal or Sergeant in charge.  I was one of the 
pioneers who just helped.   
I: I see.  Did you celebrate the end of the war when you heard? 
MB: Well, we did (laughs). 
I: You were still in France? 
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MB: Oh yes.  Still in France.  We went into a local estabilé and had our 
eggs and chips, which was the basic meal, with a bottle of French wine and 
made the most of the occasion.  We didn’t go mad, we were naturally all very 
relieved.   
I: Were you as patriotic at the end of the war as you were at the 
beginning? 
MB: No, I wouldn’t regard myself as what I would call a patriot, I loved 
England, I made my life here and a good life thanks to the way I’d been 
treated but beyond doing my job and paying my taxes as willingly as I could, 
you know, not terribly enthusiastic, but nevertheless as graciously as 
conditions permitted, if that’s patriotism then I’m patriotic. 
I: Had your viewpoint changed about politics or the war generally? 
MB: Well, my view of politics has changed considerably for a variety of 
reasons.  Does one have to go into that? 
I: No, no.  I think Mrs Price means ‘did you feel differently at the 
beginning and the end?’ 
MB: No. 
I: You didn’t feel disillusioned at the end? 
MB: Well, none more so than I felt disillusioned at the beginning, I thought 
that the whole thing was a waste of time, but it was a job we had to do and I 
did it as graciously and as willingly as possible.  Not pretending that I liked it, 
but I did it. 
I: You weren’t actually conscripted, were you?  Were you 
conscripted? 
MB: Yes, I was conscripted.  Everybody after Cambrai was conscripted, 
really.  I don’t really think anyone was as truly and affectionately regarded and 
loved as our Major Casson.  He was so considerate to all the men.  When he 
organised this concert after the Peckerwood raid, do you remember I spoke 
of?  He asked for volunteers for the concert party and my late brother in law 
who was with me at that time in the company volunteered to sing a song and I 
volunteered to do a recitation and he organised a concert at one of the local 
estabilés and there would be about, oh, nine, ten of us and we were 
volunteers and Major Casson said ‘well, just to give you a start, I’ll do the first 
number’.  And he recited Kipling’s ‘If’.  Now, looking down the alphabet, I’m 
the first one, Berner.  After having done ‘If’, it was a real thrill to listen to it.  
When he’d finished his effort, he said ‘come one Berner, your turn’ and I said 
‘no, sir’ and he said ‘what do you mean, no sir?  You volunteered to do 
something’.  I said ‘yes I know, sir, but not now. You’ve pinched my thunder, 
the only piece I know is the piece I was going to recite was ‘If’ and you’ve 
taken it from me’.  ‘Never mind’ he said, ‘you do your ‘If’, I’ll do something 
else.’  It so happened in the meantime I had learned another piece, a funny 
piece, called ‘a little more, a little…  
 
Recording ends 
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