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Sue Broom 

I found this book incredibly 

interesting for many reasons.  A 

memorable description of upper class life 

both in the UK and travelling around 

Europe and the USA before the Second 

World War for one.  For another, the 

change brought about by working in a 

variety of wartime jobs for a 

haphazardly-educated girl from a 

privileged background.  The author’s 

mother Anne’s diary entries during both 

these periods in her life are fascinating - 

painstaking descriptions of her work, a 

real eye for nature and atmosphere, and 

a passion for people. 

Equally interesting to follow is the 

slowly growing understanding the 

author gains from reading the diaries of 

a mother she discovers she barely knew.  

A mother whose ambitions were 

unfulfilled by conventional marriage and family and who, when tragedy struck, 

withdrew from her children.  The author doesn’t present herself in an attractive 

light to begin with but, as she narrates her way through her reading of the 

diaries and gains respect for her mother and a new perspective on her mother’s 

life, so did I feel more and more sympathy for the daughter of such a mother.  

Cleverly done. 

It took me longer than I expected to read this book and there are masses of 

characters to remember.  Well worth the effort, though - a terrific portrayal 

of a life lived in ‘interesting times’. 



Jill Peters 

The last world war brought out an inner strength in so many 
ordinary people but equally gave women a chance to show their true 
colours, in roles which had typically belonged to men in pre-war 
years.    ‘The Girl from Station X’ gives us a fascinating insight into the life of 
Anne during WWII, how she conquered her shallowness and lack of confidence 
to tackle the challenges of daily life during this period. 
 
We get to know Anne, both as the fickle society girl and the diligent girl from 
Station X, all told by her daughter through Anne’s diaries.     Anne’s diaries 
summarise her formative years brought up in a privileged background to the 
‘behind the scenes’ workings of code-breaking at Bletchley Park through to the 
operation of Bomber Command. 
 
This book is a must read for anyone really wanting to know how 
women came into their own during the war.  However, it is also 
surprising to read that Anne reverted back to her former life and ways after the 
war, almost as if it never happened.   So it was an incredible surprise to her 
long suffering family that there was another side to Anne when the diaries came 
to light.  Thankfully we had the added bonus of them sharing it with others. 
 

Natasha Radford 

The idea of a memoir always interests me, probably because I am a naturally 

nosy person, so the opportunity to read this book was not one I wished to pass 

up. 

 

I read the book in two days, taking advantage of the long weekend and 

unexpected sunshine. However, this is by no means an easy read, despite how 

quickly I got through it. At times I was torn between feelings of empathy for 

Segrave, contrasting with my exasperation of what felt like self-pitying 

moments. As the story of Anne's life unfolded, interspersed with brutally honest 

recollections which knitted the complex life stories together, I felt compelled to 

read on, desperate to understand Elisa's strained relationship with her mother. 

I am truly grateful to Segrave for sharing such private moments of 

her family's life with the reader. The combination of fascinating 

insights into life during WW2 and a world of high society makes The 

Girl from Station X difficult to put down. There was a very real sense of 

peace upon realising that Segrave has come to terms on some level with her 

mother's often difficult personality. 
 

 



Clare Topping 

When Elisa Segrave finds a box of diaries from her mother’s life from the 1930s 
and 1940s she is forced to reappraise her mother, who, for most of her life she as 
seen as a spoilt, unloving, weak alcoholic.  The diaries reveal someone brought 
up to a life of privilege (comparisons with the Mitford’s spring to mind), but 
who drove round Europe in the 1930s making her way as far as the Russian 
border.  Then, with the outbreak of war, she volunteered for the WAAF, and 
worked her way through various intelligence postings from Bletchley Park and 
Bomber Command during the war, then on to newly liberated Belgium and 
Germany in 1945.   

The diaries reveal her uncertainties and hesitations, the life of finishing schools 
and skiing holidays, her relationships with various men and women, and her 
pride in the work she was doing.  There is no doubt that some of her attitudes 
were changed as a result of the war and the people she worked with, in the same 
way that reading the diaries went some way to reconciling the author’s feelings 
towards her mother. 

The book, revealing first hand, as it does, someone’s experiences 
during the war is an interesting read.  Whether the writing style, with the 
author’s continuous analysis of her mother, improves or detracts from the book 
is open to debate, but the book is nonetheless worth a read if you are at all 
interested in Britain in the 1930s and 40s. 

 

Lydia Roshanzamir 

The Girl from Station X’ is very much a daughter’s account of her mother’s life 
written in such a way that would most likely only be interesting to Segrave’s 
family members rather than someone interested in life during the Second World 
War. For a book ‘as a war-time diary it is very disappointing that it is not until 
page 105 that any mention of the war appears. Instead the book reads as a 
study of Anne Hamilton-Grace’s life and it seems Segrave is determined to 
prove her point that Anne was an unsavoury character. She picks certain texts 
from her mother’s diaries and then proceeds to provide her own judgment on 
her mother’s life and actions.  

Segrave comes across as particularly resentful of her mother and up to page 55 
the read is somewhat depressing and spiteful, regardless of the fact her mother 
had suffered from Alzheimer’s for a considerable number of years.  

Having said this, there are nuggets of history which I devoured but I just wish 
there was less of personal family history and more windows into British history 
that only those who lived through them can provide.  

Although I did not enjoy ‘The Girl from Station X’, it may appeal to 
those more captivated by the intricacies of family relationships, 



particularly between a mother and daughter. I would have much 
preferred to read her mother’s diaries in their entirety and possibly gain a 
fairer insight into her character. 

 

Maggie Crane 

Over the years the work of those involved in secret intelligence at Bletchley Park 
took on a life of its own, presented as dedicated, intelligent individuals, with a 
total mindset of service. Within this book the author provides another 
perspective of a well-heeled young woman seemingly falling by chance into 
such work merely due to her connections in society, with little dedication, a total 
inability to comprehend the horrors of war in the lives of others less well 
provided for, demonstrating a selfishness of spirit which confounds as well as 
astounds the reader and failing to exist as a human being. The book appears to 
be a therapeutic exercise for the author as she tries desperately to understand a 
woman who obviously only cared about one individual - herself. It is 
interesting to enter a world at a vital time in our history and realise 
the individuals involved were damaged even before war conditions 
entered their lives. 

 

Lisa Redmond 

A follow up to Elisa Segrave’s The Diary of a Breast which detailed her battle 
with breast cancer, in this book she explores her mother’s life. Anne Segrave was 
an alcoholic and Elisa did not have an easy relationship with her. In her last 
years as Anne disappeared into dementia Elisa began the daunting task of 
sorting through her mother’s belongings. She discovered that just like her; her 
mother had kept diaries for most of her life. Through the diaries Elisa 
discovered not only the privileged upbringing and spoiled childhood that her 
mother had enjoyed, but also a secret life during the war as a WAAF officer part 
of the code breaking and intelligence operation based at Bletchley Park and at 
Bomber Command. Through the diaries Elisa gains new understanding and 
insight into her mother’s life and her choices both before and after the war. Elisa 
discovers a woman of great intelligence and restless spirit and learns of her 
mother’s loneliness and search for love with both men and women. She also 
observes her descent into alcoholism and battles with depression and anxiety. 
Gradually she comes to understand and empathise with her mother who had 
spent many years grieving for her son who drowned as a toddler, her older son 
who committed suicide and the loss of her father and brother when she was a 
young child.  A fascinating glimpse into a time of great change for 
women and a perfect read for fans of William Boyd’s Restless or 
Sebastian Faulks Charlotte Grey. 

 



Susan Walsh 

This is the most ENTHRALLING book I've read this year.  You find 
yourself completely absorbed in the story and each turn of the page 
makes wonderful reading.  If you let your imagination run riot, you can feel 
how Anne must have felt when she took her life in her hands during the Second 
World War.  The people, places and time in history spring to life.  A life so lived, 
this heroine certainly wins a place in your memory for remarkable women.  I'd 
recommend this book to anyone who has a taste for adventure. 

 

Barbara Gaskell  

Do you ever really know your mother? Who was she before you 
existed?  

I was fascinated by Elisa Segrave’s discovery of the mother (Anne) she never 
knew as she uncovered her story through Anne’s 30 diaries. I enjoyed the two 
voices; the mother through the extracts from her diaries and Elisa’s as she 
sought to understand her mother.  

The picture painted at the start was of a vulnerable and needy mother with a 
history of alcohol misuse and progressing on an unfortunate decline into 
Alzheimer’s. Then the reader discovers, through Elisa and Anne’s dialogue an 
early life of travels abroad, Anne’s journey through the war years in the 
Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and at Bletchley Park, and the post war of 
marriage and family.  

This was a book of contrasts, the first part felt lightweight, as a young person 
would experience the world; the war part exemplified the strength and tenacity 
of people living through the challenges of war; and the final part left me with a 
sense of disappointment and anti-climax as Anne became hidden behind alcohol 
and life. 

An interesting read, which left me wanting to know more about 
Anne. 

 

Kath Whitfield  

Beautifully written memoir by Elisa Segrave. I have never read 

anything like it before and was surprised at the brutally honest diary 

accounts which at times I felt they were so private maybe I shouldn't be reading, 

but without these we wouldn't get a true understanding of Anne's life and of the 

women during the war.  An interesting life and I am pleased for Elisa that she 

found these diaries and was able to confirm the memories of her early life and 

to get to know her mother. 



Lynn Curtis 

The mother-daughter bond can be powerful and lasting - or it can be a lifelong 

source of pain. The Girl From Station X is an unsparing portrait of the fractured 

relationships between three generations of women from the same family, each 

of whom loses a son, a brother, or in one case both, and afterwards fails to find 

the maternal consolation she desperately seeks. In the case of Anne, the author's 

mother, the bleak psychological landscape of two crushing bereavements is 

made even more fraught by alcoholism and her initial failure to acknowledge 

that she is gay - though later in life she makes up for it! The life of her writer 

daughter Elisa is similarly marred by tragedy and the strain of trying in vain to 

connect with a mother who seems unable to express love. Thankfully, after her 

death Elisa is able to read her mother's diaries, which disclose an unexpectedly 

'good' war and the love she felt for her young daughter before the lasting 

trauma of her son's death estranged them. A fascinating, if very sad, case 

study of an almost uniquely unhappy family. 

 

Annette Woolfson 

We all want to know what makes our parents the people they are and Elisa 

Segrave stumbled upon a Pandora’s Box when she discovered a collection of her 

mother Anne’s diaries. Elisa has a difficult relationship with her mother, a 

troubled woman from a privileged background who had suffered more than her 

fair share of tragedy. The loss of Elisa’s young brother in a terrible accident 

caused her mother to withdraw from her remaining children in order to console 

herself with trips abroad and alcohol; onset of Alzheimer’s eventually caused 

Anne to withdraw completely. 

Elisa had been totally unaware of the role her mother had played during the 

war and these fascinating insights paint a very vivid picture of war-torn 

London and the stresses and strains the nation was under.  

I found the memoir at times very painful reading, a family struggling to deal 

with terrible tragedy, not by talking and consoling one another, but by 

distancing themselves and by writing their innermost thoughts down in private 

diaries. We could only see Anne through the extracts that Elisa allowed us 

access to and I wonder if this selection in any way colours our view of her 

mother.  

I feel the book could have been more tightly edited as much of it was very 

similar however I really did enjoy reading the extracts of letters that Elisa’s 

grandparents sent to one another during WW1. Possibly I enjoyed this section 



more as the pathos of their love was in such contrast to the lack of emotion 

shown in Anne’s diary. 

All-in-all this was an interesting insight into family dynamics and 

one woman’s attempts to understand the enigma that was her 

mother.  

 

Sarah Mustafa  

‘The Girl from Station X’ is really two books in one recounting the story of Elisa 

Segrave’s Mother Anne, both before and after the war.  When the reader first 

meets Anne Hamilton-Grace she is older and portrayed as a troubled woman 

displaying signs of her encroaching Alzheimer’s.  Then, told through a cache of 

diaries, which Elisa uncovers, the reader is drawn into a world of the young 

Anne full of life and spirit.   

This book is both a touching and sad memoir of Anne as well as an 

insightful depiction of a mother-daughter relationship, which makes 

it appealing and relevant to a wide range of readers. 

 

Jan Kirkcaldy 

This proved an interesting story, told in a retrospective way, by the daughter of 

Anne Hamilton-Grace – the actual ‘Girl from Station X’.  That no love was lost 

between mother and daughter was immediately apparent which in many ways 

encouraged finding out for yourself and forming your own opinion of the 

woman concerned from her lifetime of diary keeping. Overall her family did not 

at first appear likeable. There were a number of tragic events which obviously 

affected them greatly over many years but their affluent background and 

Anne’s privileged, yet often lonely childhood, where she appeared to have 

everything she desired did not bring her happiness.   Perhaps that was why she 

(like many others of her contemporaries) was happy to give up her spoilt self-

indulgent lifestyle to join the Auxiliary Air force and make a considerable 

contribution to events during World War 2.  Her diaries of her time at various 

bomber command stations and Bletchley Park, where she rose through the 

ranks on sheer ability are absolutely fascinating – if often indiscreet!   Well 

worth reading particularly if you know nothing first-hand about this period in 

history.   They are a real insight into a single young woman’s life at a terrible 

time where she coped amazingly well. The reality and horror of war jumps off 

the pages. Her earlier and later diaries are also interesting.   A woman, never 



comfortable in her own skin, gradually became someone I admired for what she 

had done but never came to like.  Sadly personal tragedy and a changing world 

made her remain a needy person for the rest of her life who did little to help 

herself or her family. An enlightening story in many ways and well 

worth reading. 

 

Siobhan McDowell 

This book was not the usual type that I would normally go for but I decided to 

stretch my reading habits and I am pleased that I did. My initial notes were 

jotted down much like this......Daughter hates Mother......Daughter discovers her 

Mothers' life story....Daughter learns to understand and respect her mother! 

The author, through her stormy sometimes exasperating relationship with her 

mother described with great skill the 'alien' life and times of almost a stranger. 

And though the diaries were truly a revelation to the author they were also I feel 

a tremendous aid to her in this journey of re-acquaintance. 

Truly rewarding and well researched I can truthfully say this book will be 

of benefit to the author and indeed others who are in a similar stressful 

situation. 

Thank You for the opportunity to read this engrossing memoir. 

 

Dorothy Calderwood 

Born into a life of privilege and comfort, Anne Hamilton-Grace, the mother of 

Elisa Segrave, was, nonetheless, to know much tragedy in her life, including the 

death of her father when she was a very small child, her younger brother at the 

age of just 3, and two of her children. The drowning of her 5-year-old son in 

1955 marked the beginning of Anne’s mental decline, and her increasing need 

for alcohol meant the end of family life as the then 7-year-old Elisa had known 

it. In her later years, Anne would be diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and Elisa, 

faced with her own domestic and health problems, would come to resent her 

mother, regarding her as overly dependent. 

It is following Anne’s death in 2003 that the diaries she had written over many 

years come to light; reading them is a journey of discovery for Elisa. Through 

these diaries emerges a woman Elisa does not recognise – someone who jumped 

at the chance to play her part for her country during World War II by enlisting 

in the WAAF, then, later, working at Bletchley Park and, just before VE Day, in 



Germany. Gradually, Elisa begins to feel a certain pride in her deceased mother 

– a pride which, sadly, she had never felt during her lifetime. 

This book will appeal to readers interested in biography/memoir and/or the 

world wars. I found it to be a compelling read – a fascinating insight 

into a bygone age and a poignant portrayal of a mother–daughter 

relationship. 

 

Tessa Bennett  

Right from the opening paragraph, the difficult relationship between Elisa 

Segrave and her mother is evident. Elisa's mother Anne is in the final stages of 

Alzheimer’s, but throughout her life, burdened by the problems of alcoholism, 

she has been reliant on her daughter, who has many problems of her own. 

Following the death of her mother, Elisa discovers a stash of diaries, detailing 

her mother's travels around the world, her relationships, and most importantly 

her wartime experiences in the WAF. Elisa discovers a woman that she is hardly 

able to recognise, and through the diary excerpts she begins to understand the 

reasons for their difficult relationship and discovers a new love and respect for 

her mother. A fascinating read, heart breaking, surprising, shocking 

and enlightening, this book will keep you gripped from start to 

finish. 

 

Kate Thacker 

Beautiful. This is what I think this book is. I would say I was hooked 

to know more from the first page, if not the first sentence. 

It takes you on a journey of Elisa who, with many ups and downs in her own life 

to fight through, then learns through her mother’s journals of the wartime era, 

how her mother was very different to the troubled lady that she became with 

Elisa later on. Could it explain a few things? 

It was an emotional read but not too much so. I loved the way she wrote this 

book. I got her feelings as her memories were displayed on the page and felt her 

pain and confusion at times too. 

It was a book that I learnt from and I found myself routing for Elisa and for her 

to go forwards strong and well from now on. Maybe even at peace a little from 

her own findings. 

I’m looking into her other books next!! A lovely read. Thank you. 



Kath Thornton 

This book makes a very informative read about Elisa and the strained, tedious 

relationship with her mother which is brought to life through the diaries she 

finds her mother had written about her own rather splendid privileged life. The 

diaries included many different aspects of her mother's family life, her addiction 

to alcohol, her work during World War 2 at Bletchley Park. As Elisa reads the 

diaries, she begins to understand why she feels as she does regarding her 

mother. As the centenary of the First World War nears, the book gives 

the reader an insight into the role of women during the Second 

World War. 

 

Sian Spinney - Twitter @spinneysian 

Elisa Segrave obviously had a complex relationship with her Mother.  This 

true tale reads like a story and is engrossing from the beginning.  

Beginning near the end of her Mother's life when her Mother has Alzheimer's we 

learn of the relationship between Mother and daughter  - a relationship made 

difficult by alcoholism, early death and a lack of communication. 

On clearing her Mother's home, Elisa finds her Mother's diaries which include 

those written throughout the Second World War.  This gives her a whole new 

insight into the woman she thought her Mother was and goes some way to 

explain the person her Mother became.  Anne worked at Bletchley Park, for 

Bomber Command and in Germany as the war came to an end and her diaries 

tell of some of her experiences.  Interspersed with this are records of life as an 

upper-class family. 

I found the book really interesting and forgot it was a true story.  I felt 

saddened for both Mother and daughter by the end and was pleased that the 

diaries afforded Elise some understanding of her distant Mother. 

 

Nikki Whitmore - http://whitterswitters.wordpress.com/ 

For most of her life, Elisa Segrave has viewed her mother, Anne, as an alcoholic, 

self-indulgent woman who has been a burden to her family. Then, whilst 

cleaning out Anne's house, Elisa discovers a set of diaries covering the period 

before, during and immediately after the Second World War and she begins to 

realise her mother wasn't quite the person she thought she was. 

‘The Girl from Station X’ is fascinating because the diaries manage to cover so 



many topics: Bletchley and Bomber Command, the role of women in the war 

and changes to class and society whilst at the same time telling first-hand the 

story of a young woman as she struggles to work out who she is and what she 

wants in life. It's an emotional account of one woman’s secret history and of a 

daughter coming to terms with a side of her mother she never knew.  

Knowing what the future holds for both mother and daughter make 

this an especially poignant read. This book might break your heart a 

little. 

 

Phyl Smithson  

Extremely interesting, very well written and very different 

portrayal of the complexities of a mother-daughter relationship. 

Elisa Segrave has created a very readable biography capturing her Mother’s life 

as lived through a remarkable period of British history, pre, during and 

immediately post World War 2.  This is made possible by the author coming 

across a series of her Mother (Anne Segrave) diaries which provide a very 

personal account of a life lived during the 1930s of the rich and wealthy and the 

challenges of having to learn through experience how to survive the realities of 

a war torn world 

Using a very flowing style, Segrave takes us on a journey of her Mother’s self-

discovery by moving, chronologically, through the various diaries.  This allows 

the reader to observe the evolution of her Mother, from her party, care free 

early life to achieving recognition for her abilities in holding highly pressurised 

roles in the war against Germany. 

I found myself at times very protective of Anne as she battles the demons of her 

past to survive in the unfamiliar world of her present. This protectiveness is 

ultimately what spoilt the story for me.  The author has published her book 

without actually seeking and securing her Mother’s approval. These are very 

personal accounts written by a very private lady.  

Is that a decision a daughter was right to make? 

 

Linda Amos  

I felt great empathy with the author.  To see a parent ‘disappear’ is so very sad.  

We know some of their history but people, like Anne, living through the war 

years had to keep it secret.  How wonderful that Elisa had the diaries to read 



and understand a totally different side of her mother. 

It was written in a clear, sympathetic manner, showing from the excerpts that 

Anne was an intelligent woman who had found her niche and made a 

contribution in a very dark time.  Her description of the bombed out houses and 

streets in London was heartfelt.  She could also be unfeeling and selfish, perhaps 

partially engendered by the times she was living in.  She had enjoyed a 

wonderful lifestyle, with lots of parties and suitors before the war.  The writing 

about her travels brought to life places which are now unrecognisable.  Anne 

was able to give her children a wonderful childhood, although sometimes 

separated.  Tragedy strikes – repeating an earlier family calamity which left a 

space in the hearts of family members from both generations. 

The descent into addiction and the author’s description of the effects showed the 

mixed feelings and destruction of relationships that family members often 

experience.  This was a powerful part of the book. 

I don’t normally read diary-style stories but this one intrigued me, 

was a wonderful history lesson of England during the war and the 

life the wealthy led before it.  I am very glad I read it. 

 

Christine Tilbrook - Twitter @TilbrookChris 

The book details the life of the author’s Mother Anne Hamilton-Grace, who after 

a lifetime of keeping diaries becomes ill and can no longer look after herself and 

needs to leave the family home. Elisa her daughter whose relationship with her 

mother has always been fraught comes across the diaries and discovers a 

hidden mother she never knew. The book gives a real insight into how things 

can often be perceived depending on the point of view of the observer. The 

history aspect I found fascinating being able to read eye witness 

accounts of WW2 events as well as social class divides, this coupled 

with some heart wrenching events in Anne and Elisa's life makes the 

book engrossing on lots of levels. The heart of the book though is about the 

Mother/Daughter relationship that ultimately gives the Elisa a better more 

rounded understanding of a mother she found difficult to know. 

 

Vikki Gerrish  

This book gave an insight into pre-war, war and post-war life for the privileged 

and the impact this had on Elisa’s mother.  It shows that it doesn’t matter how 

privileged or affluent you are, you can still be extremely unhappy and have a 



dysfunctional family.  The book also shows that experiences can sometimes 

make us stronger and will mould the rest of our lives around them.  I enjoyed 

reading about Elisa’s family and could empathise with her over her mother’s 

seeming lack of interest.  Sometimes I found her mother a bit annoying but in 

places had my deepest sympathies along with Elisa trying to understand your 

parents and how they behave or behaved from our own childhood memories 

can be very different.  I especially enjoyed the last chapter involving her 

Grandparents letters which I found extremely moving. 

I wouldn’t normally read this sort of book, but I was riveted and 

went through various emotions reading about Elisa’s Family. 

This book is well worth reading and would recommend to others. 

 

Ann Quintilla  

This is an interesting account of a privileged young woman caught 

up in WWII, joining the WAAFs and working at Bletchley Park. The 

story is written by her daughter who has discovered not only her mother's 

diaries but also the identity papers of prisoners of war. 

It is also a portrait of a difficult mother-daughter relationship where both had 

given up trying to communicate with each other. Through the diaries Anne's 

daughter discovers that her mother was an extremely able and capable young 

woman but these facets were never revealed to the daughter. 

Often Anne is portrayed as an uncaring woman with little empathy for those 

suffering from the bombing raids but occasionally she reveals a different side of 

her character. 

I found her an extremely frustrating woman and lost patience with her half way 

through the book. She casually took time off from her work at Bletchley Park 

claiming sickness but enjoying and energetic social life in Sussex. She wasn't 

short of suitors but fell in and out of love at the drop of a hat. 

I repeat that is an interesting read but not one that I found inspiring. 

 

Katie Matthews - Twitter (@bookenthusiast)  

I have not read a memoir before, and didn't know what to expect - I 

was however surprised at the personal tone and touching honesty 

that was carried through the novel to the very last page. We travel 

with the author through heart-wrenching difficulties faced from both her 



perspective and her mother's, displaying emotions both at the time of the events 

and in retrospect. 

The reader also gets a sense that they are taking a personal journey with the 

author as she learns about the 'hidden' life she never expected of the woman 

who treats her so coldly now. There is a sense of a harmonious union that the 

two women could never achieve in life in the interweaving of Anne's diary and 

of Eliza's, displaying diary writing as a common feature. 

One sentence in particular struck me: 

“As to religion for heaven’s sake don't parade it but if you work up to the idea of 

trying to make everyone a little happier because of your presence in this world 

you won't be far wrong”. 

- a philosophy we should all endeavour to undertake. 

This is a touching story of a mother's life and experiences and a 

daughter coming to terms with them - highly recommendable! 

 

Sarah White  

This is the story of a difficult mother-daughter relationship.  As her mother 

develops dementia, the author discovers her diaries, mostly from WWII and, 

through them, gets to know a character she barely recognises.  Her society girl, 

alcoholic mother who struggled to cope with life, worked at Bletchley Park (the 

Station X of the title) and in Germany shortly after the end of the war. 

A fascinating story but I had to wonder whether her mother would 

have wanted so much of this story shared, and the cost to some of the 

author's remaining family of publishing it. 

 

Edel Waugh -  http://edelwaugh.blogspot.ie/ 

‘The Girl From Station X’ was a very interesting look into a mother's life 

through the eyes of her daughter and the diaries that she had written. We get to 

see Anne during many stages of her life and she experienced a lot that made 

interesting reading. I had been to a lot of the places mentioned in the book so 

reading this was extra special for me being able to picture where she was. 

Anne travelled a lot in her life and had a very interesting work life in the famous 

Bletchley, she enjoyed life and family and friends but seemed to be a woman of 

many contradictions. Tragedy and illness were to touch Anne's life and it was 

sad reading about those moments but it gave me a very full view of a life from 



being a young woman to when she got older. Elisa's struggles with her 

mother’s behaviour, and the lack of love she received from her come 

across very strongly and they have remained with me long after I 

have finished this book. 

 

Alison Burns 

This is an insight into the life of a woman born to a family of privilege 

immediately before the start of the First World War. Written by her daughter 

from diaries kept throughout much of her life, but only found once alcoholism 

and dementia had effectively removed her from her family. 

Anne's childhood is overshadowed by the death of her brother and her father, 

but she travels widely and attends finishing schools in Europe. She lives the 

society life of parties and leisure, growing into a spoiled young woman with no 

purpose in life. 

At the outset of the Second World War she joins the war effort by enlisting in the 

WAAF. Here, the girl who literally could not make a cup of tea, blossoms and 

develops into a capable and trusted operative in Bletchley Park and Bomber 

Command. She ends the war and the post-war period in Brussels and then 

Germany in the army of occupation. Her diary descriptions of the secretive 

goings on at Bletchley, the excitement of the bombing raids and her detailed 

descriptions of the damage to London bring her life, and the lives of those 

around her, into sharp focus. I felt as though I could have been watching 

a movie, she brought it so vividly to life. 

Anne's post war life and relationship with her daughter were troubled and the 

author's anger at her mother is clear. 

I found the young Anne difficult to like and the older Anne infuriating, but the 

Anne of the war years was a complex and fascinating woman, alternating 

between loving and hating both her new life and her old life of privilege. 

 

Jan Jones  

How well do we know our own mother?  We journey through Segrave’s uneasy 

relationship with her mother, ignored as a child after her brother’s death, to her 

descent into old age. Anne Hamilton Grace, born in 1914 had a privileged and 

totally indulged early life. By the time she was 19 she skipped school life and 

travelled widely to many places including Paris, Portugal and the Caribbean. As 

her mother’s dementia worsens she has to look for alternative accommodation 



and it is at this point that Segrave discovers over thirty exercise books 

containing her mother’s handwritten diaries. Segrave chronicles her mother’s 

life and intersperses her comments with telling extracts from the diaries, which, 

she comments on, sometimes quite sharply.  

At one point she wonders whether her mother would have been happier at 

school rather than at home with only the butler to play tennis with.  

However it is when Anne enlists in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force that 

admiration begins to creep into the pages. On her first day Anne has to make 

her first cup of tea!!   Later she spends time at Bletchley Park and joins Bomber 

Command and then post war is stationed in Germany. What a fascinating life 

which was never mentioned, never mind discussed with her daughter!  

These memoirs provide an intriguing and cathartic look at 

relationships. This is an honest and truly fascinating account of a 

privileged family life tackling dementia, cancer, loss and deep family 

relationships with candour and compassion. 

 

Melanie Rose 

After her mother's health deteriorates, Elisa decides she needs to be given full-

time care.  This leads to her clearing out the family home and discovering her 

mother's diaries. While reading them she discovers a different side to her 

mother that she knew nothing about and this leads to her understanding her 

more.  Elisa writes the book as her memories of her mother with extracts from 

the diaries and her interpretation of them.  The diary extracts are fascinating to 

read and I would have loved to read more.  They give an insight into how Anne 

adapted to life during the war and her achievements during it and of her wide 

range of feelings including loneliness and depression.  

This is not a book I would normally have chosen to read but I did 

find parts of it interesting, particularly Anne's first hand experiences 

of the war.  I did find it a bit hard going as it needed a lot of concentration on 

the numerous characters Anne encountered and because of the switching 

between the two styles of writing (mother / daughter).  

 

Tessa Olson  

Elisa Segrave's book prompted to me to think about what I really know about 

my own Mum, which added a new dimension to reading her book. I was 

touched by the author's struggle between wanting to like her Mother, yet being 



so disappointed by who she perceived her Mother to be, I could almost taste her 

struggle and frustration at times. I admit that I found the author to be a bit 

cold, but I did empathise by the enforced responsibility of looking after a parent 

and the resentment that can cause. The prose almost came in bursts, a bit like a 

brain dump after each set of thoughts.  I sometimes felt like the author was 

outside looking in rather than being fully immersed in her thought process, a bit 

detached somehow even after finding the diaries. Fascinating however, and 

food for thought, also a reminder again of how engaged and vital 

women were during wartime. 

 

Melanie Chadwick 

Elisa Segrave’s mother Anne was a keen diarist in the wartime years of her 

youth, and in this book we get to share these diaries.  They are full of intimate 

detail that made me feel a little voyeuristic and also very glad that I’ve never 

kept a diary myself.   I had to keep reading though as the book is a fascinating 

step into the private world and thoughts of a completely different society of a 

bygone era.  I was amazed at the contrast between the war of this socialite 

upper class woman to that of most people who lived through the war years, 

such as my own working class grandparents.  To hear of her gorging on éclairs, 

and eating multiple oranges truly underlined the differences between the 

classes, and I think it was probably this upbringing which made Anne seem 

such a self-centred and selfish girl.   Throughout the book, the author tries to 

understand her mother better and tries to come to terms with her own life and 

relationship with her mother.  Starting with Anne at school before the war, and 

giving background information about her family, the book then spans the 

outbreak of war, her  various jobs with the WAAF, her multiple boyfriends and 

marriage proposals, and of course her own feelings and struggles throughout.  

For me the most interesting part of the diary was the period when 

Anne is living in liberated Europe after the end of the war, it was 

truly interesting to read a first-hand account of this. 

 

Hazel 

Segrave introduces the novel by painfully portraying her relationship with her 

mother before finding her diaries – one of a mother and daughter who, 

emotionally separated by tragic events that happened in the early part of 

Segrave’s life, are unable to connect or communicate in any meaningful way. 

After reading her mother’s diaries, however, Segrave discovers Anne to have 



been a vigorous and passionate young woman with a life that Elisa knew 

nothing about. The way in which Segrave’s feelings towards her mother slowly 

change from those of shame and resentment to intense pride and sympathetic 

understanding is wonderful to observe. 

The novel was emotionally satisfying in every way, beautifully 

written and vividly moving. I was disappointed at first by the way in which 

Segrave presented her mother’s diaries, choosing to display only short excerpts 

liberally accompanied by Segrave’s own commentary and reactions to her 

mother’s words. However, as I continued I realised that not only would the 

enormity of Elisa’s diaries (over thirty exercise books) have proven too much to 

transcribe, but that the influence that these events had on Segrave’s relationship 

with her mother would have been tragically lost. 

Halfway through the novel, Segrave remarks that by writing these diaries, her 

mother was “enabling [her], over fifty years later, to experience history in the 

raw”.  I am incredibly grateful that Segrave has allowed me to do the same. 

 

Victoria Halliday  

‘The Girl From Station X’, by Elisa Segrave, is a fascinating memoir of the 

author's mother's life, focused particularly on her experiences during the Second 

World War.  Based on her mother's diaries, the book gives a direct insight into 

the life of a privileged young woman during the war and the way that the 

societal changes wrought by this significant historical event impacted on one 

particular individual. With sections of the book direct quotes from the 

diaries, the day-to-day realities of life during the war are starkly 

apparent in a way that no ordinary history book could achieve.  The 

book is also an intimate exploration of a difficult mother/daughter relationship 

and it is interesting to observe the way that the diaries help the author 

understand her mother's childhood and background, which in turn helps the 

author to understand her mother's behaviour during her own childhood and 

early adulthood. 

A recommended read, particularly for those with an interest in Second World 

War Britain. 

 

Pam Woodburn  

This true story tells of how the author came to understand her late mother's 

unusual life after reading her diaries that she kept during the war years. 



‘The Girl from Station X’ by Elisa Segrave tells the story of a difficult 

relationship between the author and her mother. This relationship appears to 

have deteriorated steadily as time went by until eventually after many years 

and suffering from dementia, the mother passes away, leaving a store of 

detailed diaries from the war years for her daughter to discover and read. The 

contents of the diaries reveal that after having a very privileged childhood and 

youth which includes much foreign travel, at the outset of WW2 she 

immediately joined the WAAF to serve  her country. This necessarily resulted in 

a different lifestyle and she found herself mixing socially with a different circle 

of people and eventually found herself at Bletchley Park.  

For the first time in her life she takes on responsibility, whilst making a 

worthwhile patriotic contribution and discovers that she enjoys both the work 

and social aspects of her new life. 

The end of the war sees her return to her previous lifestyle where she marries 

and has a family. Unfortunately she loses a young child and she never really 

recovers from the loss. The author witnesses this tragedy from a child’s 

viewpoint and watches her mother’s decline over the years without fully 

understanding the cause. The diaries help her understand her Mother’s thoughts 

even if she cannot share many of her viewpoints. 

With its many unanswered questions, this proved a difficult book to 

fully understand but one sympathises with the author’s difficult 

situation. 

 

Riki Bill - Twitter @riki_gabrielle 

The Girl from Station X is a book that chronicles the life, loves, trials and 

tribulations of Elisa's mother through the written diaries of a young woman 

born during the First World War, growing up in peacetime, working 

throughout World War Two and being a 30 something mother in the aftermath 

of WWII. It chronicles not only her mother's journeys around the world in her 

youth, during the war and when her children are born but also Elisa's 

emotional journey throughout her childhood dealing with alcoholism of her 

parents and in her mother's declining years when Alzheimer's has taken her 

mother away from her mentally. 

The author has a very strained relationship with her mother due to family 

tragedies in which she loses not only two of her siblings (at different times 

during her life) but also her mother to her memories of her siblings.  



This book is well-written, researched and presented to the reader in 

a chronological and easy to read manner. It deals with very difficult 

emotions and topics such as bereavement, death, mental illness and alcoholism. 

 

Maureen Gourlay  

This fascinating account of Elsa Segrave’s socialite mother, Anne, is a memoir of 

her life seen through her diaries, started when she was fifteen and including her 

war years. Running parallel is the constant yearning of Elisa herself to 

understand and make sense of her own earlier life and relationship with her 

mother. Born into a life a wealth and privilege Anne seems to have no other goal 

in life than her own happiness. However when the War interrupts this life of 

travel and pleasure she finds herself finally with a purpose and works at 

Bletchley Park and a Bomber Command station. Dipping into extracts of 

the diaries we feel the war years come alive. It is after the War that 

Anne's life seems to unravel. Born into a privileged life is no protection against 

tragedy and this family seems to have had so many through each generation. 

Elisa too has her tragedies and neither mother or daughter can communicate 

with each other - not helped by the onset of Anne's Alzheimer's. A riveting but 

sad account of two very similar women, although they would probably not 

agree with that statement. 

 

Jenny Grange  

My mother, my mother, my mother... 

I found this book boring, confusing and repetitious.  The resentful daughter 

presents such a biased view of her mother that it completely distorts and true 

representation of her life.  I really didn't care about any of the characters 

because they are never present for long and the memoir became simply a list of 

scenes which are often out of sequence. 

There are some interesting descriptions from the diaries such as 

Belgrave Square after the bombing and the anecdotes from Bletchley 

Park.  

However these seem to be interspersed with criticisms of her Mother's 

behaviour. 

Although the time at Bletchley is relatively successful there is always the 

underlying trait of "I can't struggle anymore" 



Anne's relationships with men and women seem to demonstrate her selfishness 

and callous nature but the reader never seems to have enough information to 

know if this is true. 

Can she really have been this bad? 

 

Rebecca Whymark  

This book highlights the deep feelings that are never shared and the intricate 

relationships we all have within our families. 

Reading this book you feel like you are discovering Elisa's family 

history along with her. An emotional rollercoaster. I highly 

recommend this book to anyone of any age whether male or female. 

 

Vicky-Leigh Sayer -   http://thewelshlibrarian.blogspot.co.uk/ 

I'd wanted to read this book for some time before it was very kindly sent to me 

by Lovereading. If I'm honest, it wasn't quite the book that I was expecting it to 

be, and I was a little disappointed. 

Of course I knew it wasn't fiction, but I love reading about historical times, 

whether fictional or not and I was keen to discover more about Bletchley Park 

from someone who had actually worked there during the Second World War. 

Unfortunately less than half of the book is dedicated to the 'wartime diaries' of 

Anne-Hamilton Grace, and it is much more focused on Elisa's troubled 

relationship with her Mother. We learn that the only reason she stumbles across 

the diaries is due to clearing the former family home as her Mother begins to 

suffer with dementia caused by Alcoholism (according to Elisa). Through her 

diaries we follow Anne Hamilton-Grace from the age of fifteen, through tales of 

a privileged upbringing, through the war, to meeting her husband and having 

her children, right up until her death. In the early stages of her diaries we see 

Anne as a privileged (perhaps spoilt) young girl with no real aspirations or 

ambitions. She loves to travel, and has the luxury of being able to do so due to 

her wealth. Despite her status Anne is not afraid to get involved in the 

war effort and as WW2 breaks out signs up to the WRAF. For me 

these were the most interesting of Anne's diaries, during the War, 

and the main reason I wanted to read the book in the first place. I do 

find that Elisa jumps forward and back quite a lot of the time with the diaries, 

which is a little annoying at times. 

 



Rachel Aygin  

Elisa finds it difficult to get on with her mother but on discovering her mother's 

hidden wartime diaries feels she is beginning to know her better as she reads.  

The first part of the book is about Anne's privileged lifestyle before the war.  The 

later wartime diaries are a complete contrast, with Anne becoming a WAAF 

and later working at Bletchley Park.  Anne has to develop skills she never had 

before the war, doing many things she is totally unaccustomed to.  Elisa 

discovers that Anne really enjoyed the challenge or working in secret 

intelligence and the sections of the book dealing with that part of her life are 

very interesting.  She had even written down details of some secret missions in 

her diary!  We also learn about personal tragedies in the family and the start of 

Anne's alcoholism and throughout the diaries Anne is discovering her sexuality. 

I was keen to read the wartime diaries and felt a bit impatient reading through 

the first part of the book but once I reached the section on the war it became 

more interesting.  I felt the book was more a memoir of family 

relationships than a memoir of the war but anyone with in an 

interest in the war should still enjoy it. 

 

Sarah Musk  

This is a sad book.  It is about a dysfunctional mother-daughter relationship 

where they do not communicate with each other and don't even seem to like one 

another.  Only when her mother cannot communicate at all with her in old age 

did her daughter (the author) get to know her mother.  

When she was clearing out her mother's house, she found her diaries from when 

she was a young woman working in the WAAF in the Second World War.  She 

sees her mother in a completely different light - as a competent young woman 

and not the needy, demanding person of her later years- - as a result she feels 

regret and sadness that her mother never allowed her to know her as a person.  

Their relationship had been one of misunderstanding and miscommunication  - 

the diaries emphasise the wasted years.  Only when it is too late does the 

daughter come to admire and even like her mother as a young woman. 

The descriptions of the jobs Anne had in the war were also very interesting.  

She came from a rich background and had led an aimless, hedonistic life before 

so the war gave her challenges and opportunities to use her undoubted 

intelligence.  This book is a sad insight about discovering a real person 

too late. 



 

Jackie Law - www.neverimitate.wordpress.com 

Written largely from her mother’s personal diaries, Elisa Segrave’s book, ‘The 

Girl From Station X’, provides an interesting account of a privileged young 

woman’s life before, during and after the Second World War. It is, however, 

much more than just a memoir. It is obvious from the beginning that the author 

has issues with the way her mother treated her throughout her life. The book 

provides a sometimes brutally raw account of complex family relationships 

over several generations, and the fallout that these generate. 

The book quotes extensively and directly from the diaries, interspersing these 

passages with the author’s opinions. Although adding authenticity to the 

unfolding tale, I found this approach quite difficult to engage with at times. The 

chapters covering the war years in particular contain a great deal of detail 

about intelligence processing, battles and strategies as well as the day to day 

lives of those involved. 

We are introduced to many people, making it hard at times to remember their 

relevance. The author jumps back and forth between the time being covered by 

the diaries and later times that she can recall. My impression was that she is 

justifying her personal resentments as much as telling her mother’s life story. 

A protagonist finding strength in adversity is a common enough theme, and the 

story does cover how the author’s mother rose to the challenge of the war. It is 

rare, however, to read a memoir that does not attempt to tug at the 

heartstrings, but provides such an honest study of human 

weaknesses. 

 

Amanda Keeling 

Elisa and her Mother have had a very strained relationship over the years. In 

part due to the alcohol problem her Mother developed following the tragic death 

of her young Son, Raymond. And also her decline into Alzheimer’s. The strain of 

their disjointed relationship has caused a distance that they have struggled to 

bridge particularly as Elisa’s Mother has become older. 

Elisa finds a long forgotten cache of her Mother’s diaries describing every facet 

of a life that has been nothing but a mystery to her Daughter.  

Anne’s memoirs take us through her privileged childhood of balls and trips 

abroad. Fond memories of friends and family and to Elisa’s surprise she finds 

that Anne threw herself full force into the war effort unravelling secrets about 



her time at Bletchley Park, becoming one of the highest ranking women there. 

Her work at bomber command and her time visiting Germany.  

However interesting these discoveries are I found that Elisa’s resentment 

towards her Mother for the loss of her childhood and unsupportive attitude 

during her adult years doesn’t diminish and although she says the diaries make 

her more tolerant of her Mother, the sad fact is this is rarely portrayed in this 

book. Understandably the book is written with little sympathy 

towards her Mother’s inability to cope with life and this is obviously 

still an issue which causes Elisa pain and the sadness that she feels is 

very difficult to ignore when reading this book.  

 

Emma Barton  

The story of the author's mother (Anne) and her family is 

fascinating.  

Unfortunately reading the book feels like an endurance test that I wasn't sure I 

wanted to participate in. The characters are introduced in quick succession and 

it is impossible to remember them all without the use of the (extensive) family 

tree at the front of the book. There also seems to be a lot of changing dates and 

the book is not written in chronological order from the start. When you feel like 

you are following the thread of the story, the author stops the diary and makes 

comments and judgements about the previous pages that I found annoying and 

unnecessary. There are also several repetitions of exact phrases or parts of 

Anne's history that feel out of place. I can't think of anyone I would recommend 

this book to in its current form which is a real shame as the family's story is 

amazing and interesting. If you are prepared to trudge through a lot of uncalled 

for comments and opinions from the author, you may well find this an amazing 

tale of family history. 

 

Nicola Kingswell  

When Anne Hamilton-Grace dies following a long drawn out battle with 

Alzheimer’s disease, her daughter, Elisa Segrave, uncovers a collection of Anne’s 

diaries, starting when she was 15. The diaries reveal Anne’s hidden history, 

from hunts, balls and finishing school, to her involvement with the Bletchley 

Park war intelligence efforts. 

Elisa has always had a strained relationship with her mother and this hidden 

history reveals a side to Anne she never knew existed. The contrasts between 



her mother’s privileged upbringing and the war are interesting and 

startling. 

This was an interesting book and I would have liked to have read more of the 

actual diary transcripts. Elisa’s bitterness towards her mother is tangible in the 

opening chapters, though the awe and wonder in revealing her mother’s history 

is also evident. 

 

Rachel Hall 

Although, at times, an intriguing and interesting read this book is far from an 

easy read.  The book details two stories, that of daughter looking back at her 

mother’s eventual decline into Alzheimer's and alcoholism resulting from the 

demise of Segrave's younger brother when she was five, and fragments of the 

mothers actual diary during her privileged upbringing and a lifetime 

incorporating her time at Bletchley Park.  I am a Bletchley Park fanatic and 

have read extensively of the work that was carried out there so I was looking 

forward to the novel.   

The elements of wartime Britain are thoroughly detailed and an insightful 

perspective on the period, yet I learned little new from the memoir that cannot 

be learned from that the many other books covering this time period.  The novel 

is spoilt for two reasons in my mind, firstly the bitter tone of the daughter and 

narrator which I found spiteful and self-indulgent, and the constant 

interjections of the daughter throughout the diary entries.  It is this constant 

psychoanalysis which bogged down the book for me and it can at times feel a 

spiteful read.  The time spent covering the period at Station X is also rather 

limited and this served to further fuel my disappointment along with the 

constant jumping in the timeframe and multiple characters which fleetingly 

pass in and out which frankly served to confuse me. 

At times this can feel like a depressing book and as if interrupting a therapy 

session between counsellor and daughter.  Although the daughter does 

partially redeem herself, coming to see her mother’s behaviour in a 

more humane light and developing a growing appreciation and 

respect for her, this does not make for a comfortable read. 

 

Cathy Petersen - Twitter @Cerysthepup 

The sub-title for this, ‘My Mother’s Unknown Life’, would have made a far better 

title for this fascinating mother-daughter memoir. Written from the point of 



view of a daughter who had for years actively disliked her mother then re-

discovered her through reading her war diaries, I found this both engrossing 

and frustrating in almost equal measure. 

Initially put off by the bitterness of the narrator I found myself 

completely taken in as she progressed to the diaries and her mother 

emerged as she was before tragedy had marred her life so 

completely. What followed is the story of a woman in the midst of world 

changing events struggling to come to terms with her own sexuality and the 

conventions of her social circle. My frustration came from the narrator’s 

unwillingness to let the diaries speak for themselves and her almost continuous 

criticism. I think the saddest  aspect was the lack of a real relationship between 

the two women, that might have been more fulfilling for both had they both 

shared more earlier, especially as through reading the book you do get a sense 

of how alike they are in many ways. By the end I found I had really enjoyed the 

journey and while I learnt little about Station X etc. I did get a real feel for the 

emotional life of an interesting woman. 

 

Sue Burton  

I found this quite a moving book as I can relate to many of the things happening 

from a personal point of view.  It also highlights different perspectives within 

the family circle and how things are dealt with.  This must have been quite 

a hard book to write from the authors point of view as it also 

questions her motives and feelings and leaves her quite exposed.  I 

enjoyed the book and would recommend this to other readers. 

 

Gavin Dimmock 

I’ll be honest, I did not enjoy this book at all. Heck, I didn’t even like it. The 

sleeve notes hinted at a wartime tale worth telling yet, for me, it was a dull and 

frustrating read. 

This book was real challenge. I had to force myself to pick it up and read it, 

often wishing I could throw it to one side and forget it. 

The first parts, around 1/3 of the book, cover the childhood and pre-war years 

of the authors’ mother Anne, the “girl” in the story. Told through Anne’s diaries 

and with the addition of the authors’ descriptions, thoughts and explanations, it 

describes the life between both world wars of a rich girl in a large house with 

servants and nannies. A cast of characters are introduced each with various 



nicknames and titles, some only appearing briefly, and they confused the tale 

for me.  

Anne is one of the most annoying people I have read about and, for 

me was without any redeeming features. I soon came to dislike her and 

did not care about her or any other person in the book. 

As the Second World War begins, I wanted the story to improve. Despite joining 

the war effort as a WAAF and going on to work at Bletchley Park, Anne is still 

an unlikable character. For me this was highlighted by her taking over two 

months off sick, yet she still socialised, went shopping and partied during this 

time – and then complained at another girl being off ill! Anne falls in and out of 

love with various men and women, we learn a little of her work on wartime 

operations but nothing in the story grabbed me. 

Post war, we learn about Anne’s life abroad and of the authors’ own childhood. 

But, regrettably, I had long since ceased to care. 

The author tells us that she spent many years disliking her mother; I can 

understand a little as to why. 

 

Ann Alderton Twitter:@Tredaran 

Accounts of the lives of ordinary people rarely find their ways into 

history books, but this is a rare exception, made possible by the author’s 

discovery of her mother’s diaries, chronicling her life as a pre-war teenager, an 

army intelligence officer during the war and later as a married woman with a 

young family. 

There are two voices in this book, relating two different journeys.  Anne, the 

mother, is like an early twentieth century Bridget Jones, writing copiously in 

her diary about all aspects of her life.  Detailed and well-drawn descriptions are 

given of social events, working days and travels but there is also intensely 

introspective analysis of her friendships and passions, her life goals and self-

doubts.  The other story is that of Elisa Segrave herself, striving to reconcile the 

confident, capable and courageous Anne of the diaries with the unstable and 

alcoholic self-pitying mother she knows.  The diaries are a bridge bringing the 

two women together and reuniting mother and daughter emotionally before 

Anne’s death in 2003.  

Both Anne and Elisa are engaging storytellers, which makes it a 

compelling account of an extraordinary life and extraordinary 

times. 



 

Marie Larby 

The parts of this book that really grab you if you are interested in 

history are the diary entries that speak about Anne's time in Bletchley 

Park, Bomber Command etc. during the Second World War and her subsequent 

time in Brussels and Germany shortly after the war. 

The character of the author's mother, Anne, is multi-faceted. The writer's 

description of her in the first part of the book is of someone suffering from 

alcoholism and the stages of Alzheimer’s.  There is a lot of hurt on the writer's 

part as she certainly felt tolerated rather than loved by her mother, that is 

before she actually started reading her mother's diaries.  The author is very 

honest about her own feeling and behaviour towards her mother, whether good 

or bad. 

From the first set of diaries, the character of Anne is shown as someone very 

spoilt and basically left to grow up in a very privileged scenario with no sense of 

responsibility whatsoever as she goes to private schools and travels around the 

world. 

Then the Second World War and Anne volunteers for the WAAFs and probably 

for one of the first times in her life, works at a very responsible job in Bletchley 

Park etc., even if at time she complains about the lack of a real life and it is here 

that the author actually comes face to face with a totally different aspect of her 

mother. 

Then through the diaries of Anne's married life in Spain when the author is 

born, she reads of her mother's affection for her in her early years, none of 

which she had ever realised before and no doubt this heals some of the hurt the 

author feels and has felt. 

 

Sue Berwick  

From the cover of this book I expected it to be largely about one young woman’s 

experiences working at Bletchley Park during the Second World War.  

As this is a subject I’m interested in I was greatly looking forward to reading it. 

However, though some of the book is devoted to Bletchley Park, the bulk of it 

deals with the author’s very difficult relationship with her mother, alcoholism, 

dementia and the deaths of children.  

It’s an unremittingly sad book about a wasted life and it made me 



wonder how its subject would have felt had she known that her life 

was to be picked over and exposed to the scrutiny of strangers. I 

found it an uncomfortable read and not one I would have chosen had I not been 

misled by the cover. At some level everyone has a strange and upsetting family 

life and I personally don’t feel the need to read about the problems of others. I’m 

with Peter Cook when he said he didn’t feel the need to see plays about difficult 

subjects as “I can get all that at home”. 

 

Maxine Broadbent 

Thought provoking and hard to put down, 'The Girl from Station X' 

continually challenges the reader.  At the beginning of the book the author 

is exactly right as she describes the difficulties of being a close family member of 

someone with dementia.  She is totally frank about the kaleidoscope of emotions 

that ensue, including the inevitable resentment and guilt. But already there are 

hints that life has not been fair to the author.  The interweaving of the author's 

life with that of her mother paints a glorious impression of mutual 

incomprehensibility.  However, the undoubted bitterness and rancour Elisa 

Segrave feels towards her mother begins to feel strident as the book develops 

and eventually, to some extent, mars the reading experience.  Yet the author's 

own honesty about her feelings is almost painful and I imagine this personal 

pain and the understanding and reconciliation which follows, proved both 

genuine and restorative.  Finally, both as a fascinating picture of 

another world and time, but also as a picture of family dynamics in 

crisis, this is well worth reading.   

 

Rebecca Cockeram  

I found this book disappointing, it didn't meet my expectations based on the title 

and blurb. I would have liked a lot more concerning the war and less of the 

author’s animosity towards her mother. 

To me the book was more of an outlet for the author’s anger towards her 

mother’s distance following a family tragedy and subsequent Alzheimer's.  

Although I didn't enjoy the content of the book, the diary extracts 

were interesting. I would have preferred one or two chapters on the family 

history as the author knew it, followed by much more of the diary extracts and 

less of the author’s notes on the diaries. 

The author’s unsympathetic attitude towards her ailing mother left me feeling 



cold and I couldn't warm to the book. 

 

Joanne Baird - Twitter @portybelle 

‘The Girl from Station X’ is a fascinating memoir of a girl from a life 

of privilege flung into a very different lifestyle during World War II. 

Elisa Segrave found her mother Anne’s diaries in an attic when clearing her 

house.  

Anne and Elisa have never had a good relationship due in part to Anne’s 

neediness and alcoholism. 

Elisa is fascinated to gain insight into her mother’s early life and wartime 

experience: something Anne has never shared. She learns of her uncle’s tragic 

early death and that her mother was extremely well-travelled. There is a 

particularly touching letter to Anne on her first birthday, from her father 

serving in WWI. It is all the more poignant as he dies in an accident just a few 

weeks later. 

As someone who has researched my own family history, I would love 

to have such a precious resource as Anne’s diaries. The diaries are very 

cleverly woven into the story. While there are sometimes complete entries, there 

is often an odd phrase dropped into the narrative. Elisa expands on the entries 

by explaining the historical context or what has been happening in the family at 

that time. 

Ultimately, this book is as much about the mother-daughter relationship as it is 

about Anne’s wartime work. Elisa comes to understand Anne better and even, in 

a way, to admire her. It is sad that it is too late to build and repair their 

relationship due to her mother’s illness. It is clear that Elisa also finds this 

distressing. 

 

Lynn Brown - Twitter @linby 

‘The Girl From Station X’ I thought was going to bring alive events at Bletchley 

Park, perhaps that was my misinterpretation of the wording on the book cover. 

In fact the picture of Bletchley painted in this book is of a dire place that no-one 

would wish to work in. 

I found this book hard going; the first 60 pages were just a rant about how Elisa 

didn’t like her Mother. Some of the comments she made about her Mother’s 

actions I did find hard to relate to, however once she found her Mother’s diary I 



think Elisa wouldn’t have made those comments. 

Once the diary entries began I started to take more of an interest, only to find 

that they were interspersed with comments from Elisa. The diary entries also 

seemed to jump around in time and I got confused about where and when the 

entry referred to. 

My interest was waning when my hometown was mentioned. Not a very well-

known place and unbeknown to me apparently had a wartime base. I began to 

be engaged again and I was intrigued, unfortunately no real information about 

it was really shared. 

I do love social history and for those small insights into life in this 

period I was grateful. However, I found most of the book to be 

ramblings that did not interest me. 

Several very well-known people and others I see have praised this book so 

maybe it will be to your taste, but not sadly to mine. 

 

Val Rowe  

There are many published accounts of wartime memoirs - I have 

read several - but this one excels in terms of written style and 

content. Using previously undiscovered wartime diaries, Elisa Segrave uses 

narrative, reflection and diary entries, together with photographs, to open a 

Pandora's Box of insights into her relationship with her mother. 

It also gives the reader a wonderful snapshot of life before and after the war 

without any of the sentimentalism that often pervades this genre. 

Anyone who has experienced challenging issues within their relationship with 

their own mother will particularly identify with the author's undulating feelings 

and her portrayal of them. 

A book that will stay with me for some time. 

 

Judith  

This wasn't my usual sort of book to read and I did find the first few pages very 

bitty with lots of info but no real description (being reserved for later chapters?) 

which I found frustrating. 

It also jumps around constantly in timescale at the beginning jumping in one 

paragraph from the 1990's to the 1970's and then to the 1980's all on one page 



and I felt quite confused with these snippets of info and felt I was unable to form 

any emotional connection with either the author (as the self-pitying daughter) 

or the alcoholic mother who is painted initially as a non-caring woman. 

Eventually by chapter six we start to feel that the mother does mean something 

to the author "(the diaries) are the one creation of her life that is really hers...her 

true voice..and..unlike so many other aspects of her life they haven't 

disintegrated”.  It is chapter seven before the author starts to relay bigger 

passages from her mother's diaries and starts to form an image of the person in 

question and the life that she recorded in there and the story starts to come 

together but at no time did I feel gripped to keep reading or want to get back to 

the book particularly after a break away from it during the day. 

Whilst the book starts to get more interesting as you read Anne's own words I 

found it annoying when the author constantly questions something her mother 

did or said and what it meant, and the manner in which she words it, as at the 

end of the day there is no answer at all. Her mother has now died after years of 

dementia and cannot throw any light on what she did or said in the past. 

All in all, this is not a book I will ever go back to read again as I do 

with most of the others I have in my collection. Sorry, but just not for 

me. 

 

Jennifer Moville 

I received this book from Love Reading to review and I must say that for a long 

while now I have not had a book that I just could not put down. 

This is the story of Elisa and her mother. She knows little about her mother and 

her life before she was born and what she knows about her mother from when 

she was born ..........well there's not much of her mother she likes. 

When Elisa was little her brother died in a tragic accident and her mother 

retreated into her own world. She never wanted to bother with her daughter 

and as a result Elisa grew up with others looking after her. 

As Elisa grew into a woman she realised that her mother had started to suffer 

with Alzheimer’s and after a while is sent to live in a home where she can be 

cared for. 

Elisa starts to sort through belongings in her mother’s home only to find a 

hoard of her mother's diaries. As she reads she discovers a life she never knew 

her mother had - from boyfriends when she was younger to her job for the war 

effort - what she did at Bletchley Park and onto a new Germany and as she 



reads she discovers a new side to a mother she never really had. 

This book takes you from one part of her mother's life to the next so easily you 

can put yourself into the book - as if you were the one in the pages doing those 

actual things and living that life. 

A lot of research has taken place for the author to follow this book through to 

the end being true to the real life events of the war, and being true to the story 

making it flow naturally. It must be difficult to write a book where you 

are trying to tell the story of a woman in the present life and mix it 

with the story of her mother in the past but the author has done this 

beautifully - I totally recommend any-one to read this and dare them 

not to escape in this novel. 

 

Susan Wallace  

I didn't find this an easy read.  The first part is a series of anecdotes 

about how uncaring the mother is, but it becomes really interesting 

when the author describes the war experiences of the mother.  For me, 

this was the best part of the book.  It then goes on to describe the mother's life 

after the war and again I found this rather a slog. 

 

Sharon Lowe 

I have read with interest this biography, it is well written and explores a range 

of emotions from a daughter who learned about her mother’s life during the 

war, I think it gave an insight to Bletchley Park that we are just starting to 

really understand from a personal insight. We also learn about a teenager 

exploring her own emotions about growing up in an age when things where not 

talked about. We learn about grief, sexuality, love, a daughter learning to 

understand her mother’s emotions and her to deal with a condition that we still 

are learning about, a powerful book of emotions that really needs to be 

read by anyone who is having to go through these experiences. 

 

Cleo Bannister - http://cleopatralovesbooks.wordpress.com 

This memoir was born out of the difficult relationship Elisa had with her mother 

Anne.  When Anne started suffering with dementia probably caused by her 

alcohol abuse, Elisa was left with the task of clearing the former family home.  

In the attic she found a box, filled with notebooks; Anne’s diaries written from 



the age of fifteen. 

Anne was the heir to her mother’s fortune which meant that she rubbed 

shoulders with the elite of England.  The pre-war years are filled with travel, 

finishing schools and seemingly endless parties.  The war years tell an entirely 

different story of a privileged young woman working as a WRAF, including a 

lengthy stint in intelligence and a posting at Bletchley Park. I found the diaries, 

especially those written during World War Two really interesting, as Anne 

documented her daily life as a WRAF, her satisfaction for feeling useful for the 

first, and only, time in her life. 

Before the reader gets to these diaries Elisa takes us through the abuse of 

alcohol, interesting never mentioned by either family or friends, the selfishness 

of her endless travels and some tragic losses which makes reading the young 

woman’s adventures far more poignant. 

The power of this novel is the understanding it gave Elisa about who 

her mother really was, although at several points her interjections about her 

mother’s faults led me to believe that perhaps the misunderstandings between 

this mother and daughter perhaps ran too deep ever to be truly healed. 

 

Clair Chaytors  

I was looking forward to reading this book but by the tenth chapter in I couldn’t 

bring myself to read much more. It was a shame because I imagined that Elisa’s 

mother Anne had quite an experience to tell but to be honest I had lost interest at 

this point. 

Elisa’s accounts of her mother and their very fraught relationship did click with 

me as I have suffered a very turbulent relationship with my mother for the last 

thirty years and I could understand Elisa’s mixed emotions about her feelings 

for her mother alongside the threat of Alzheimer’s but as I read the diary 

accounts belonging to Anne I did not see anything other than an 

upper-class somewhat spoiled society girl simply enjoying her 

privileges and all its trappings. 

Perhaps those who are prepared to sit through these quite mundane chapters 

might be able to prevail but I’m sorry to say I just couldn’t… 

 

Anne Marigold - http://annemarigold.blogspot.co.uk/ 

This is a tale of two women woven together from the memories and diaries of 



the daughter, Elisa, and those of her mother Anne covering a period of great 

change in our history. Anne grew up very privileged which she seems to have 

taken for granted but also suffered devastating losses leading to alcoholism and 

then the descent into Alzheimer's. Elisa laments the lack of affection from her 

mother but she also seems to be unaware of her own privileged upbringing 

during a time of massive deprivation in post-war Britain. 

My sympathies were at first for Anne. After all what could be worse than the 

death of one's child. I felt Elisa was rather harsh. After that I found my empathy 

swinging between the two women and even at the end I am not sure who I feel 

most sorry for. Elisa didn't have her mother's full attention but did have a 

nanny and other family members around. Both alcoholism and dementia must 

be very difficult and have obviously had a massive detrimental effect on Elisa. I 

wonder if Anne was actually bi-polar. It would certainly explain her wild 

changes of mood. 

As I read this book I kept thinking that I could write quite a large essay on that 

school cliché “compare and contrast...”. Whilst Elisa was spending much of her 

childhood at Knowle I was growing up in a “pre-fab”. 

A book full of fascinating detail of life during WWII, the relationship 

between mother and daughter and the lives led by wealthy people in 

the 20th century. 

I am reminded of the play “Plenty” by David Hare. 

 

Julie Wragg  

Whilst clearing out the family home Elisa Segrave finds her mother’s diaries.  

The mother daughter relationship has always been difficult and Elisa resents 

Anne for her neediness which increases further as she slips into dementia 

brought on by her alcoholism. 

However, the hoard of diaries give Elisa a different view on her mother; they 

chart her time as a privileged young woman with a lavish lifestyle who 

immediately becomes involved in the war effort.  Anne thrives on the 

opportunities available by joining the WAAF; it gives her freedom and 

confidence.  Anne’s skills lead her into varying intelligence work both in 

Bletchley Park and Europe. 

The diaries help Elisa reflect on how personal tragedy and the indulgences of 

family and friends allowed her mother to become the troubled person she grew 

into and to ease some of the resentment in their relationship caused by lack of 



communication and misunderstanding of motives. 

This book wasn’t exactly what I expected; I thought I was getting a 

wartime memoir timed to fit with the revived interest in Bletchley 

Park.  However, it is much more about the author’s relationship with 

her mother and at times it was uncomfortable reading.  At certain 

points I found myself frustrated with the author and wanted the diaries to speak 

for themselves rather than the constant analysis and interjections. 

I enjoyed the war time aspects of the diaries, where Anne comes across as a 

rather self-centred but engaging woman and found the factual accounts of 

ongoing war work was fascinating. 

 

Joan Sidwell   

This book is a tale of a woman’s difficult and often distant relationship with her 

mother and also the story of her mother growing up between two world wars 

and her work at Bletchley Park, Bomber Command and in Germany 

immediately after the war.  The diary extractions, particularly during the war 

years were interesting in parts, but the author interjects with her own 

interpretation of her mother’s writings thus disrupting the flow of reading.  It is 

almost a story in two halves, or two books and would have benefited from being 

half the length.   

The family tree at the front of the book came in extremely useful, I found myself 

referring to it several times to try and sort out the many family members 

mentioned throughout the book, often people with the same names. 

This is a very honest book as Elisa Segrave gets to know and 

understand her mother through the discovery of her mother’s 

diaries and at the end, whilst I felt some degree of sympathy and 

empathy with Elisa Segrave and her mother, Anne, I didn’t feel that I 

warmed to either of them.  At times Elisa Segrave showed a degree of 

dislike and distastefulness towards her mother.  Anne’s life was interesting but 

there wasn’t enough compassion to make me really care.  

I really wanted to like this book, when I read the synopsis I was excited to be 

selected to review it but sadly from the very first page it failed to engage me, I 

was very disappointed, it wasn’t the book it appeared to be. 

 

 



Sarah Jones  

Elisa Segrave’s discovery of her mother's wartime diaries shows her a side of 

her mother she never knew before. 

On reading the book, I felt empathy for both Elisa and her mother who both 

wrestled with tragedy and loss in their lives. The author grew up with a mother 

who was absent for periods of time both physically and emotionally and my 

heart ached for a little girl who must have been and lonely at times. 

At first, I thought her mother was very selfish but as I read more, I felt sure that 

her behaviour had been shaped by the many difficulties she endured. Her 

mother must have felt constrained by civilian life after her success working in 

the world of secret intelligence. I speculate that her mother could have been 

much happier if she had been able to explore her emotional attraction to other 

women in greater depth. 

My loyalties changed from the author to her mother and back again throughout 

the book. It was interesting to read how her mother, whose education was 

curtailed, achieved success in the intelligence service and I felt her pride in her 

success seemed at odds with her reliance on alcohol. I wanted to keep on 

reading to see if Elisa finally felt she understood her mother. 

It seemed so poignant that greater understanding came when her mother was 

already suffering from dementia and is perhaps a lesson for all of us with 

elderly relatives that time is running out. It made me wonder about how 

many of us have relatives with hidden parts of their live, and how 

life stories can be lost forever if no written record is left behind. 

 

Margaret Quirke  

A thoroughly enjoyable read. A daughter finds her mother's diaries 

and discovers she was not exactly as she had thought. She gains 

more respect for her mother and understands her so much better. 

An unusual book but one I would highly recommend to anyone who likes 

reading about politics and issues within the family - does anyone ever really 

know anyone? 

 

Samantha Chan  

A very interesting read - definitely worth persevering with. Segrave 

finds her mother's diaries detailing her experience of WWII.  



It took me quite a long time to get into this book. I found the parts about 

Segrave's mother's dementia absolutely fascinating; perhaps unsurprisingly as 

this is something I studied at University. I wish there had been a little more on 

this. 

The extracts from the diaries are detailed and honest. I was particularly 

interested in reading about a woman's perspective on the war and how it 

changed her life completely from being a woman with all the advantages of 

being middle class to being a fully-fledged part of the war effort and having 

significant responsibilities that would have been alien to her. 

I enjoyed the parts where the author writes about her own feelings towards her 

mother. She doesn't hold back and sugar-coat her childhood, which would have 

been easy to do. I admired that she set out her conflicting feelings regarding her 

mother's alcoholism.  

Like many of the other reviewers, this took me a long time to read but in the 

end, it was worth sticking to and I would definitely recommend this book to 

others. 

 

Yvonne Reynolds  

A book about the two sides of the author's mother - the young 

confident woman in the war or the mother she actually knew.  

I didn't enjoy this book at all. I felt deeply uncomfortable reading about the 

relationship between the author and her mother and even though she was an 

alcoholic with Alzheimer's why would you want to tell the world that you hated 

your mother? For me the title led me to believe that this book would have been 

more about the war work done by her mother and less of how she felt that her 

mother had been such a complete failure since. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


