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‘Lucy Noakes’s fascinating chronicle of VE Day, 8 May 1945, draws on the hundreds of contemporary accounts in the Mass Observation Archive to create a vivid picture of the hopes, fears, and excitement of ordinary people across Britain at the moment the war in Europe ended.’ Professor Alan Allport, award-winning author of Britain at Bay


‘The People’s Victory is an intimate, and profoundly moving, encounter with ordinary lives in a moment of extraordinary change. Drawing on the unparalleled riches of the UK’s Mass Observation Archive, it shows us that wartime people were complex, surprising and thoughtful – in fact people quite like us. The book is authoritative, enlightening, and narratively gripping, as it takes us on a journey through the last days of war in the company of those who lived through it.’ Professor Claire Langhamer, Director of the Institute of Historical Research


‘Drawing on the fabulous Mass Observation Archive, Noakes has written an entirely new social history of the Second World War. The People’s Victory is a moving and engaging account of ordinary people’s everyday experiences, and responses to, one of the most significant moments in twentieth-century British history. It is a compelling read.’ Professor Emerita Penny Summerfield


‘Ambitious in its span and nuanced in its analysis, The People’s Victory offers a compelling portrait of a nation at war. Lucy Noakes has rescued from relative obscurity a rich and complex archive, one that lends insight into the hopes, dreams and fears of an embattled generation. This book is a tour de force and a major contribution to the way we remember war.’ Professor Bruce Scates, Australian National University
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A note on sources and terminology


This book tells the story of how Britain marked the end of the war in Europe in May 1945, through the words of a group of people whom we know as ‘Mass Observers’. These volunteer authors were writing for the eccentric and pioneering social-survey organisation Mass Observation, which started to collect material on the lives of British people in 1937. By 1945 many hundreds of individuals were writing for it, some keeping and donating wartime diaries and others forming a ‘National Panel’ that responded to Mass Observation’s regular and eclectic open-ended questionnaires, known as Directives. Some did both.


The material collected by Mass Observation gives us a unique perspective on the lives of people living in the United Kingdom during the Second World War. It enables us to see how hundreds of individuals experienced, described and felt about wartime, from the declaration of war in 1939 to its end in 1945. These Mass Observers were volunteers, self-selecting individuals who were attracted by the idea of recording their experiences, thoughts and feelings for posterity, and who could find the time and the commitment to write for the organisation. Compiled at the time, and thus not shaped by memory or changing social attitudes, the observations used language that may now appear outdated. They were not a ‘representative sample’ of the British population, carefully selected for the way they gave voice to people of different regions, political and religious beliefs, ages, genders and social classes. Indeed, Mass Observation’s volunteer writers often (but not always) came from large cities, most notably London and the Home Counties, were more likely to be English than Scottish, Welsh or Irish and were often (but again not always) left-leaning in their politics.


Mass Observation also employed a small pool of ‘professional’ observers, referred to as Investigators, often themselves volunteers, who were sent out into wartime Britain to question the people they met and to record what they saw. Material from some of these reports is included here. In these, Mass Observation attempted to classify people by gender, age and social class, using a similar model for social class to that used today by the British census. Thus some of the descriptions in this book might categorise people as ‘F45D’, which translates as ‘Female, aged 45, Social Class D’ (manual labour) or M25B: ‘Male, 25, Social Class B’ (intermediate managerial, administrative, professional), and so on. Usually these judgements were made quickly, perhaps solely on the basis of an overheard conversation, and so they might tell us more about the preoccupations and prejudices of the time than about the people who were being categorised.


Most of the material used in this book was donated to Mass Observation either in the form of diaries or as responses to the Directive questionnaires. Each of these was given a code number by Mass Observation to ensure the privacy of the writer, and these have been used again here, with the exception of two of its best-known authors – Nella Last and Naomi Mitchison – both of whom have subsequently had their Mass Observation diaries published. Endnotes give the authors’ Mass Observation number and either list them as a Diarist or as a Respondent to a Directive, with the date of the Directive included (usually May 1945, which was when Mass Observation asked its panel of writers to record their activities on VE Day). The careful reader, who is keen on source notes, will also notice some references to Topic Collections, which was Mass Observation’s catch-all phrase for material that did not fit elsewhere, including drafts of publications, newspaper cuttings and ephemera; to File Reports, which were Mass Observation’s summaries of their findings; and to Day Diaries, which were the organisation’s first attempt at surveying the life of the nation in the late 1930s.


Mass Observation continues today, having been revived in 1981. The papers of both the original archive and of the new project are held at The Keep Archive Centre, Brighton and are a part of the University of Sussex’s Special Collections. Currently about 500 people write for the project, and every 12 May Mass Observation asks the public to keep a ‘Day Diary’ and to send it into the Archive as a ‘snapshot’ of life in Britain. You can see more details of Mass Observation today here: massobs.org.uk/about-mass-observation/










PROLOGUE


‘An Anthropology of Our Own People’


During the cold winter of January 1937 a young worker in the cotton mills of Bolton, Lancashire found himself intrigued by a letter in the New Statesman, inviting volunteers to take part in an ‘anthropology of our own people’.1 The mill worker was the anthropologist and polymath Tom Harrisson, recently returned from studying the people of the New Hebrides and now living and working in Bolton in order to research everyday life in an industrial working-class town, and the author of the letter was Charles Madge, a journalist and poet living in Blackheath, south London. Inspired by coverage of the abdication crisis of 1936, when newspapers claimed to speak ‘for the people’ without necessarily asking their opinions, Madge believed that an organisation that could represent and understand ‘ordinary people’ was vital to a democracy like Britain. What, he wondered, would the people say, if they were asked?


Mass Observation, the organisation that they founded, went on to observe and record the lives of British people in the middle years of the twentieth century. Among the tumultuous events of that period detailed by Mass Observation are the 1937 coronation of King George VI, the Munich Crisis of 1938 and the foundation of the National Health Service in 1948. But at the heart of its millions of pages of diaries, questionnaires and observations, which are described in more detail in Chapter Two, is the material that it collected on life in Britain during the Second World War.


Mass Observation’s work enabled the people who lived through the war in Britain to describe their experiences, feelings, hopes and fears in their own words. Men and women from across the country, and from almost every walk of life, responded to the call for wartime diaries and volunteers to reply to Mass Observation’s frequent open-ended questionnaires, known as Directives. Alongside this, the organisation’s small number of paid employees and larger number of volunteer observers travelled around the country, watching people, listening to conversations, recording and reflecting on the impact of war and the public mood.


It is Mass Observation that tells us how the people – not the press or politicians – felt about the fall of France in 1940, and about the invasion of Britain that was expected to come any day. Researching morale for the Ministry of Information, Mass Observers sent back detailed daily reports from across the country. As the last troops were being evacuated from Dunkirk on 8 June, people in Birmingham were worried about a Fifth Column, with ‘spies seen all over the place’. Meanwhile in Tunbridge Wells the ‘general feeling is that news is not too bad’, perhaps because ‘many think Hitler will invade first Eire [Ireland] and then Cornwall’.2


While the Blitz ‘proper’ (the heavy bombing at night of London and other major cities and towns in 1940 and 1941) started at tea-time on Saturday 7 September 1940 and continued for the next fifty-seven nights without a break, it is Mass Observation that reminds us that there had been other, more scattered air raids in the weeks and months beforehand. A twenty-four-year-old woman living in Grays, Essex, described an air raid on her town four days before the first heavy raid on London:




During the night bombs fell nearby damaging some of the windows of my home. By now I’m quite used to the nightly barrage of gunfire, but the noise of one’s ‘first’ bombs, whose distance cannot be gauged from previous knowledge is a terrifying experience. The bombs fell ⅓ of a mile away from us at least, but as they whistled down I thought they were over my head. I am not afraid of death, but all my resolutions to keep calm, and almost all my faith in God, seemed to depart at that moment, and my whole body and mind registered only one emotion – fear! But still I am alive to carry on my job, and next time I shall not be afraid.





Nevertheless, she was shocked by the severity of the raid on 7 September, writing on 10 September that:




I just can’t find words to describe my feelings about the bombing of London. There is so much of London that is part of us all, so much that is sacred to British people everywhere, that it must not be demolished by German bombs… I see no reason why London shouldn’t be completely flat with the ground by the end of this year.3





London, of course, survived the war, but alongside other major cities, such as Berlin, Tokyo, Shanghai and Antwerp, it took many years to recover from the fierce, destructive nature of war from the air.


It’s also Mass Observation that reminds us that London was not the only British city to be subjected to heavy air raids. Its researchers travelled to other towns and cities as they came beneath the bombs, faithfully recording the impact of air raids on local life. Hull in East Yorkshire was one of the most heavily bombed cities in the country, and when Mass Observers visited in the spring of 1941 they discovered that morale was poor, particularly in the ‘poverty stricken’ district of St Paul’s – a legacy, they argued, of ‘enervating pre-war social conditions that prevailed in this area’. Far from the image of a stoical and humorous ‘Blitz Spirit’, they observed a feeling of ‘complete helplessness and resignation’ in the poor and much-bombed district.4 In Bristol, heavily bombed during the Blitz of 1940– 41, they found ‘a shortage of cigarettes, chocolate, fancy cakes and other semi-luxuries’. More worryingly, they also found a sense of resentment and a belief that the city’s suffering was not well known:




We’ve been told it’s worse down here than it was in Coventry or Birmingham, but we haven’t had as much said about us. Anybody’d think Coventry people were the only ones who could take it.5





Being bombed might have been a widely shared event for those living in Britain’s cities, but Mass Observation showed that this was not necessarily a unifying experience.


It also captured the less dramatic elements of wartime life. Rationing (‘the only grumble is the shortage of fish’), queuing (‘this is as unpopular as ever’) and the blackout (‘I enjoy driving in it as it is something of an adventure’) all received Mass Observation’s attention, revealing a nation of mildly fed-up people who nevertheless generally accepted the need for unpopular wartime measures.6 Above all, Mass Observation reminds us that wartime Britain was made up of millions of individuals, largely united in the war effort, but with their own distinct considerations, irritations and preoccupations.


Mass Observation is unique in recording the feelings and experiences of so many ‘ordinary’ people in wartime. The war was, of course, a world war, experienced by many millions of people across more than fifty countries. This book includes short prologues to the chapters on VE Day that provide snapshots of life around the world on the same day. Some of these draw on press reports or the observations of diplomats and official recorders. Others come from the private diaries and papers of individuals. But these were rarely collected systematically, and their existence today is often a matter of luck, dependent on decisions made by individuals, families, archivists, historians and publishers, as well as the wartime conditions that enabled, or prevented, writing. Occupation by an enemy power, population movement, imprisonment, conscription and forced labour, and the dangers of recording individual thoughts and beliefs when living under an authoritarian regime were all potent blocks to diary-writing.


By contrast, in Britain we are lucky to have the material gathered so diligently by Mass Observation, which was later almost forgotten in a damp basement in the organisation’s old headquarters in London until it was rescued in the 1960s by Tom Harrisson and the historian and founder of the University of Sussex, Asa Briggs. It provides a counterweight to better-known stories, often those of political and military leaders, and reminds us of the voices and views that can be difficult to discern in our dominant memories of the war years. This book tells the people’s story of VE Day through their own words, views and experiences.










CHAPTER ONE


The Second World War in British Myth and Memory


‘I Had a Pretty Quiet War Really’


One unseasonably cool and damp spring evening in May 1961, Alan Bennett walked onto the stage at Brighton’s Theatre Royal. His particular stiff-legged gait would have been familiar to anyone in the audience who had seen Kenneth More in the popular film Reach for the Sky, released five years previously in 1956. This was a biopic of the RAF pilot Group Captain Douglas Bader, who had lost both legs in a flying accident in 1931, yet had gone on to fly in the Battle of Britain, being credited with at least twenty-two victories before being shot down over France and imprisoned in various prisoner-of-war (POW) camps, from which he went on to make numerous escape attempts. Bennett’s character, like Bader, had been one of ‘the few’, the RAF pilots who defended Britain from the Luftwaffe’s attacks in the aftermath of the 1940 fall of France. By 1960, and with the aid of More’s sympathetic portrayal, Bader had come to exemplify the best of Britain’s Second World War, almost singlehandedly symbolising British stoicism, determination and quiet heroism. Bennett’s character reminisced:




I had a pretty quiet war really. I was one of ‘the few’. We were stationed down at Biggin Hill. One Sunday, we got word Jerry was coming in, over Hastings I think. I got up first because I could, and everything was very calm and peaceful. England lay like a green carpet below. The war seemed worlds away. I could see Tunbridge Wells, the sun glinting on the river. I remembered that last weekend I spent there with Celia, that summer of ’39. Suddenly, Jerry was coming at me out of a bank of cloud, I let him have it and I, well, I think I must have got him in the wing, because he spiralled past me out of control. As he did so, I always remember this, I caught a glimpse of his face, and do you know, he smiled. Funny thing, war.1





It’s fair to say that Bennett’s gentle and affectionate observations of a particular kind of British war hero did not go down well that evening. Audience members booed and jeered, affronted by this perceived insult to a British war hero by a man far too young to have fought in the war himself.* In a foreshadowing of the as-yet-unseen social changes waiting just over the horizon of the 1960s, a generation gap between those who had experienced the war as adults, and had learned to pleasurably relive aspects of it through the many war films of the 1950s, and those who had been children during the war years or had been born in its aftermath was very apparent that evening.


Bennett’s monologue was part of a much longer sketch called ‘The Aftermyth of War’, written and performed as part of the satirical revue show Beyond the Fringe, which had received rave reviews in the 1960 Edinburgh Festival and was now touring the provinces in preparation for a transfer to London’s West End later that month. Beyond the Fringe was a new kind of comedy revue, which delighted in surreal sketches that satirised British society, identifying and poking fun at the British establishment, authority figures and social structures. Peter Cook, the revue’s driving force and key writer, told journalists that the show would be ‘anti-establishment, anti-capital punishment, anti-colour bar and anti-1960. But it will all be very serious stuff. Sharp, bitter and to the point.’2 With Peter Cook, Jonathan Miller and Dudley Moore, Bennett dissected the collective memory of the war years as a story of ‘plucky Brits’ banding together, against the odds, to beat the Germans. Best known for the sketch in which Cook’s upper-class RAF officer tells Miller’s junior (but still upper-class) pilot, ‘Perkins, I want you to lay down your life. We need a futile gesture at this stage, it will raise the whole tone of the war’, ‘The Aftermyth of War’ skewered the idea of the Second World War as ‘Britain’s finest hour’ in which plucky cockneys and stoical officers muddled through and overcame divisions of social class and status to unite and defeat Nazi Germany. Beyond the Fringe, with its willingness to poke fun at national myths and much-admired public figures (famously including the prime minister Harold Macmillan), is often credited with heralding the end of ‘the age of deference’ and the beginning of the 1960s. The theatre critic of the Daily Mail, never the most liberal or adventurous of newspapers, heralded the show’s 1961 London opening with glee:




The targets aimed at are hit dead centre every time and left sprawling. Everything that could make the middle classes uneasy… is aired with gusts of freshness. Mr Macmillan’s empty telly-chats, rock ’n’ roll, religion, the cosy tolerance of apartheid, those nostalgic myths prettifying the last war, the absurdities of Civil Defence by Brown Paper, inept Church of England sermons, the depth (in all of us) of class and race prejudice.3





The targets may have been hit dead centre, but even the skill and wit of Alan Bennett and his fellow satirists could do little to dent the mythology of Britain’s Second World War.


There had, of course, been successful comedies about, or referencing, the war years before Beyond the Fringe. The popular comedy films Passport to Pimlico and Whisky Galore!, both released by Ealing Film Studios in 1949, played with the idea of a wartime nation in which everyone was united and willing to put the collective war effort uncomplainingly above and beyond their own freedoms, liberties and desires. Passport to Pimlico was set just after the war and told the tale of the working-class London suburb of Pimlico, fed up with post-war bureaucracy, red tape and rationing, discovering that it was a part of the ancient French kingdom of Burgundy and briefly declaring and enjoying independence, before reluctantly but inevitably returning to the fold of the greater British nation. Likewise, Whisky Galore! – set on Todday, a fictional Scottish island where the locals overcome rationing and outwit the bureaucracy of Customs and Excise when they salvage and distribute some of the 50,000 cases of whisky that wash ashore after a shipwreck – celebrated the power of a small, united community to overcome a more powerful opponent. Both films were nostalgic and sympathetic representations of the war years, with the small communities of Pimlico and Todday standing in for wartime Britain, portraying them as a period of social unity and cohesion, and emphasising the idea of the British people as individualistic, inventive and pragmatic, drawn together by a shared sense of fair play and common purpose. Like Beyond the Fringe, they were very funny. Unlike Beyond the Fringe, they were created by teams that had themselves recently experienced the war and embraced, rather than subverted, the mythology of wartime Britain that had grown up during those years. It seemed that you could laugh at the ‘nostalgic myths prettifying the war’, but only if you had been a part of it yourself.


But only eight years after that Brighton audience had recoiled from Bennett’s gentle parody it seems they were ready once again to laugh at the war and, by implication, themselves. On 31 July 1968 the BBC aired the very first episode of what was to become one of its best-loved sitcoms, Dad’s Army. Like ‘The Aftermyth of War’ sketch, which in its entirety was well over ten minutes long, the characters and stories that it played with would have been immediately recognisable to much of the audience. A character-led comedy, Dad’s Army had at its heart the unspoken class conflict between the pompous and insecure middle-class bank manager and local Home Guard commander Captain Mainwaring (Arthur Lowe) and his urbane upper-middleclass deputy in both the bank and the Home Guard, Sergeant Wilson (John Le Mesurier). Other key characters included a spiv from London, a Scottish undertaker prone to gloom-laden pronouncements and an elderly but enthusiastic veteran of the 1898 Battle of Omdurman. The masculine identity of Home Guard members was also central to the comedy, with the contrast between the undoubted bravery and willingness of the platoon to defend their country, and their actual ability to do so, driving many of the plotlines. Like Passport to Pimlico and Whisky Galore!, many of the pleasures of Dad’s Army lay in its ability to both show the social divisions and contradictions of Britain and yet at the same time emphasise the achievement of wartime unity. The first episode, ‘The Man and the Hour’, opened in the present day, with Mainwaring addressing his old platoon on the then-current ‘I’m Backing Britain’ campaign, a briefly popular but ultimately doomed attempt to lift the British economy by reviving the wartime spirit and encouraging workers to volunteer for unpaid overtime in order to boost productivity. Told in flashback, the first episode set the tone of affectionate nostalgia for the unity and togetherness of the war years that was to dominate the series. Peter Black, the Daily Mail’s television reviewer, noted perceptively that the programme ‘makes sub-Ealing film whimsy out of the old Home Guard days’. He continued:




This is summer, 1940, when the heart of England beat with a single pulse, and we are entitled to laugh at the Home Guard if we want to… It is, of course, traditionally English. Here’s Arthur Lowe, recruiting the men with John Le Mesurier. ‘A dispatch rider, he’s got a packet.’ ‘Poor devil. What was it, a sniper?’4





Still deservedly popular today, Dad’s Army shows us an attractive and idealised picture of the wartime nation: brave, humorous and self-deprecating, able to overcome internal disputes and divisions in pursuit of a shared public good and honourable shared aims. Dad’s Army may be a (very funny) comedy that relentlessly poked fun at its characters, but it is also a picture of the war years as Britain’s ‘finest hour’.


The war was not just familiar to audiences through comedy series, films and sketches. It was also present in the overgrown bombsites in many cities or in the stubs of ration coupons in the bottom of kitchen drawers. It was a staple of boys’ comics and of British cinema, with more than 110 war films retelling the war years to an appreciative audience between 1945 and 1970, the majority of them in the 1950s. In the later 1950s dramatic British war films retelling the war from a military perspective, such as The Dam Busters (1955), Reach for the Sky (1956) and The Battle of the River Plate (1956), did especially good business at the box office, matched in popularity only by the Doctor in the House comedy series starring Dirk Bogarde and Donald Sinden, who were themselves familiar to audiences from their contemporaneous roles in war films. The war was, and remains, one of the most recognisable events in modern British history.


It is a period that resonates through widely recognised images and sounds as well as films, television and novels. ‘St Paul’s Survives’ is the photographer Herbert Mason’s famous image of St Paul’s Cathedral surrounded by the destruction visited on the City on the night of 29 December 1940 by the Luftwaffe, standing as a symbol of resilience and survival under fire. Photos of small children, name-tags hanging around their necks as they walk to city train stations at the start of their evacuation journey, remind us of the pity of war, but also of national togetherness, as the towns and villages of rural Britain provided sanctuary for urban children fleeing the conflict. Tired soldiers returning from Dunkirk in 1940, or leaving for the beaches of Normandy in 1944, and dogfights in the sky above southern England in the summer of 1940, represent the military fight, while the sounds of an air-raid siren evoke images of people sheltering on Tube-station platforms or huddled with their families in damp Anderson shelters at the end of their gardens.


Popular culture continues, in the early years of the twenty-first century, to be determined to revisit the war years as often as possible. The war even has its own festival: the We Have Ways Fest, a three-day event first held in 2021 and which advertises itself as ‘a festival like no other’, bringing together real ale, military historians, entertainers, weaponry and hardware to an appreciative (and largely male) audience. Perhaps appealing to a wider audience, Foyle’s War, a popular drama running on ITV for eight series between 2002 and 2015, centred on Michael Kitchen’s Chief Superintendent Christopher Foyle as he served with, first, the wartime police force on England’s south coast, and subsequently with MI5 during and immediately after the war. Quiet, honourable, self-effacing and honest, Foyle embodied for many the best of the wartime spirit, upholding the importance of fairness and the impartiality of the law in the face of not only black marketeers and fifth columnists, but also an entitled elite, represented as being out of step with the values of the ‘people’s war’. Foyle’s sidekick was his irrepressible driver, Samantha ‘Sam’ Stewart (played by Honeysuckle Weeks), a member of the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS, the women’s section of the army) seconded to Sussex police force. Women in wartime also had stories to tell. Home Fires was a less successful but still popular television series, running for two years on ITV between 2015 and 2016 and following members of the Women’s Institute in Cheshire as they dealt with the changes, difficulties and opportunities provided by the war, while Land Girls ran for three series on the BBC between 2009 and 2011, allowing daytime viewers to follow the imagined lives of women working on the land during the war years.


But it was perhaps in the cinema that the war found its most successful twenty-first-century storytellers. Christopher Nolan’s epic Dunkirk, depicting the story of the evacuation from those beaches in 1940, with the different timelines and narrative complexities familiar to audiences from his other films, was the second-highest grossing film at the UK box office in 2017, beaten only by Disney’s live-action Beauty and the Beast. Joe Wright’s Darkest Hour, released the following year and starring a prosthetically enhanced and Oscar-winning Gary Oldman as Winston Churchill, also played to packed cinemas. Both films retold key moments in the war that were presumably familiar to audiences with a sense of the traditional wartime narrative. In Nolan’s Dunkirk, Mark Rylance stoically skippers his small boat to Dunkirk, avoiding Nazi attacks to rescue troops waiting on the beaches, all the while quietly mourning the death of his son in the RAF. Soldiers returning from Dunkirk, expecting disdain and despair from the British public, are astounded to discover that they are welcomed back as heroes. Its final scene showed Spitfire pilot Tom Hardy calmly destroying his plane on the beaches of Dunkirk while awaiting captivity – an image not of defeat, but of defiance, and of a promised return. Meanwhile Wright’s Darkest Hour imagined Oldman’s Churchill, just after his appointment as prime minister, taking the London Underground to the Houses of Parliament for the debate on Dunkirk on 4 June 1940, in which he gave his famous ‘We shall fight on the beaches’ speech. In Wright’s film, however, Churchill is undecided: should he follow his instincts and declare defiance or succumb to those in his party who saw no chance of victory and urged a negotiated peace with Nazi Germany? It is the bravery, determination and good humour of the ordinary Londoners that he meets on the Underground, who declare themselves ready to ‘fight them in Piccadilly’ and ‘never surrender’, that finally set Churchill on his path of continued armed resistance to Nazi military might.


Stoical, defiant, brave: both films represented a wartime Britain in which its civilians, its military and its political leaders were united in their willingness to endure hardship rather than surrender, and to place collective national interests above those of the individual. This was a comforting story that British audiences felt familiar with, skilfully handled by two experienced film-makers. Crucially, it was a story that could make Britain feel better about itself in a time of ongoing national turmoil, argument and division following the 2008 financial crash, the years of austerity and the divisive Brexit referendum of 2016. Perhaps a Britain ‘alone’, isolated from the rest of Europe, could once again find itself and come together in the face of adversity, to triumph against the odds?


Of course much is missing from this memory of the war. Most of those rescued from the beaches of Dunkirk returned to Britain on the ships of the Royal Navy, not fishing boats and pleasure craft. While the recovery of more than 338,000 troops was undoubtedly cheering, the defeat of the British Expeditionary Force and the vast loss of military materiel were nonetheless – in Churchill’s own words – ‘a colossal military disaster’.5 Britain never fought alone, but at the head of a large, multinational and multicultural military made up of volunteers from the British Empire and refugees from occupied Europe; 574 pilots volunteered from across the Empire, from occupied Europe and from Ireland to fly missions during the Battle of Britain, and later in the war Bomber Command crews were made up of airmen from sixty different countries. Many of these men paid the ultimate price for their service and are listed on the Runnymede Air Forces Memorial and on the Battle of Britain Roll of Honour in Westminster Abbey. Mohinder Singh Pujji, one of the twenty-four Indian men who were selected for pilot training when they volunteered to fly with the RAF in 1940, was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross at the end of the war. Of these twenty-four volunteers, Pujji was one of only two survivors.


The first men to go ashore in the D-Day landings of June 1944 were not the first Allied troops to set foot on continental soil since 1940, or the first to be part of a successful invasion force: they had been preceded not only by Commando raids on the French coast but, crucially, by the invasion of Sicily and the Italian mainland one year earlier. The invasion forces included troops from across the Empire, and from occupied European nations, alongside those of the United States and Britain. While most people opposed Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, many hundreds of fascist sympathisers were interned in 1940 alongside the British Union of Fascists leader Oswald Mosley and his wife Diana Mitford, being suspected of plotting to undermine the war effort. 1942 saw MI5 working undercover to identify and undermine the attempts of remaining Nazi sympathisers to send important information to Berlin.


St Paul’s may have survived the Blitz, but Mason’s photo also captures the utter destruction of the historic buildings that surrounded it. Many of the evacuees who left the cities in August and September 1939 had returned home in time for the air raids that began in earnest in September 1940, and in which more than 60,000 were to die during the course of the war.6 The government initially closed Tube stations to the crowds seeking shelter there, fearing both the loss of life if one should suffer a direct hit, and that the largely working-class shelterers – who often lacked the gardens necessary for the Anderson shelters that had been distributed as war loomed in the late 1930s – might simply refuse to return to the surface and go back to work in the vital war industries. After the first few weeks of the Blitz many Londoners simply stayed in their own beds, so tired of night by night air raids that they were willing to take the risk of being bombed in return for a night’s sleep. More civilians died in the Allied bombing of France than during the Blitz, and German victims of Allied air raids numbered at least 380,000, according to recent estimates, and possibly as many as 635,000, with some 34,000 people perishing over one week in ‘Operation Gomorrah’, the raid on Hamburg in July 1943. Unsurprisingly, the history of a lengthy world war, even if focused on just one small country, is far more complex than memory and mythology can allow.


Uniting these dominant images and memories is the widely held belief that the Second World War was Britain’s ‘finest hour’. In contrast to the First World War, the military conflict is not central to the British collective memory of the Second World War. ‘The few’ of the RAF, and the troops of Dunkirk and D-Day, are present and correct, but they share their place with the people of the home front – not only Londoners sheltering from bombs, but the middle-class ladies of the Women’s Voluntary Service, reliably dishing out tea and sympathy during air raids, members of the Women’s Institute allocating evacuees to households, gardeners goodnaturedly digging up beloved flower beds to grow vegetables, and housewives learning to ‘make do and mend’ as rationing bit deeper. Each of these has a place in the mythology of Britain’s ‘finest hour’. The war is remembered today as a time when everyone ‘pulled together’ to ‘stand alone’ in Europe, leading to a victory against the odds over a powerful enemy. The British people, united by good humour, stoicism and determination, appear in this memory as the polar opposite of the humourless, cruel and mechanistic Nazis, and it was these national characteristics that guaranteed the nation’s eventual victory. Above all, the Second World War was a ‘people’s war’ – fought and won by ‘the people’. This mythology became central to the country’s understanding of itself in the post-war decades; the war increasingly remembered as the nation’s finest hour as its global power diminished.


And it has been an enormously useful and pliable mythology. Politicians and commentators across the political spectrum have drawn on the same images, and the same stories, in support of very different aims and views. The image of Britain fighting for democracy, and defending the rights of small nations to self-determination when threatened by their larger neighbours, was invoked in both the Falklands conflict of 1982 and the first Gulf War of 1991. In both conflicts the enemy leader – General Galtieri of Argentina and Saddam Hussein of Iraq respectively – was represented as the inheritor of Hitler, and those who opposed an armed response were reminded of the perils of appeasement. The Conservative MP Julian Critchley, writing in the Daily Telegraph after Britain’s victory in the Falklands, saw the struggle as simply part of a longer pattern of British history:




Compare the shared emotion at home and the superb morale of our fighting men in the freezing Falklands with what we know of the spirit of Agincourt, of the Elizabethans’ response to the Spanish Armada, of Trafalgar or Waterloo, of the flood of volunteers at the start of the First World War or the Battle of Britain in the Second. It is the same inherited, untaught devotion to one’s homeland which has survived all the changes and chances of our national life, untouched by all the plans of the twentieth century to ensure peace and the proliferation of international organisations.7





Less floridly, the editorial in the tabloid Daily Star paraphrased Churchill in its support for intervention in Iraq after that country annexed Kuwait in 1990:




Fifty years ago we tried to appease Hitler. It failed. We must not let history repeat itself. It is time for the jaw jaw to stop. And the war war to start.8





The Second World War, so different in almost every way from both the Falklands conflict and the first Iraq War, nonetheless provided a recognisable, familiar template for explaining, and justifying, these battles of the late twentieth century.


More divisively, the idea of an island nation, standing alone in Europe, proved to be an enormously popular and powerful image for campaigners wanting to leave the European Union in 2016, and in the debates that followed. Nigel Farage, the populist anti-European Union politician and campaigner, was pictured in front of a poster for Christopher Nolan’s Dunkirk, tweeting, ‘I urge every youngster to go out and watch #Dunkirk.’ Meanwhile the ‘Vote Leave’-supporting Conservative MP Mark Francois explained that his childhood fascination with the Second World War helped to shape his belief that Britain’s future lay outside Europe. Drivers negotiating the traditional bank-holiday traffic on Whitsun weekend 2016 may have been surprised, and possibly alarmed, by posters at the side of the busy M40 motorway urging them to ‘Halt Ze German Advance’, while three years later Nigel Farage and Arron Banks’s Leave.EU organisation had to withdraw, and apologise for, a tweet showing the twenty-firstcentury German chancellor Angela Merkel with the words ‘We didn’t win two world wars to be pushed around by a Kraut.’


But it wasn’t only campaigners to leave the EU who drew on the memory of the Second World War. When Britain did finally leave the European Union in January 2020, the event was marked by Led By Donkeys, a group originally formed to campaign against Brexit. They projected a video onto the White Cliffs of Dover, presented as their farewell to the rest of Europe. The campaigners chose Sid, a ninety-five-year-old veteran of the Second World War, to share a message of unity. He said:




What I would like to say to you all in Holland and in Germany and in France, Belgium, everybody, this is a message from the White Cliffs of Dover, from Britain. I feel very, very sad about it all because we don’t know which way things are going. First of all I’m Welsh and I’m British and I’m European, and I’m a human being. So let’s all think of these lovely cliffs. Look from your side to this side, see these white cliffs, and we’re looking across at you and feeling we want to be together. And we will be together before long, I’m sure.





For Sid, and for many others, the meaning of the war was clear: greater international unity, not less, was the way forward.


As Covid-19 tightened its grip on the world in 2020, the prime minister, Boris Johnson initially reacted by asking people to voluntarily avoid public gathering places such as pubs, cinemas and theatres so as to avoid contracting or passing on the virus to others. This request led to a flurry of activity on social media, as well as confusion in actual society. Godfrey Bloom, a controversial former Member of the European Parliament for Nigel Farage’s United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), seems to have been the first person to publicly choose a Blitz analogy to make his point. He tweeted that ‘we didn’t close our pubs in the Blitz. 60,000 people killed then. What’s happened to our country?’ More than 10,000 people replied to explain to Bloom that a contagious virus was quite different from a bomb. The lack of a clear government strategy to prevent Covid-19 spreading in the early weeks of the pandemic didn’t stop the health minister Matt Hancock calling on Britons to emulate their grandparents’ behaviour in the Blitz, reminding his audience that:




Our generation has never been tested like this. Our grandparents were, during the Second World War, when our cities were bombed during the Blitz. During the pounding every night, the rationing, the loss of life, they pulled together in one gigantic national effort. Today our generation is facing its own test, fighting a very real and new disease.9





The fundraising efforts for the NHS of ninety-nine-yearold Captain Tom Moore, for which he raised more than £30 million by walking 100 lengths of his garden, were aided by his status as both a centenarian and a Second World War veteran. Although the major public events planned to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of VE Day in May 2020 were cancelled, individuals and communities continued to celebrate, with socially-distanced street parties, bunting, flags, wartime images and – in the case of at least one village – VE Day scarecrows. When HM the Queen addressed the nation in the early weeks of the pandemic, she began by recalling her first public broadcasts as a young princess during the war, and ended by echoing the popular wartime singer Vera Lynn:




While we may have more still to endure, better days will return; we will be with our friends again, we will be with our families again. We will meet again.10





In her evocation of the separations, sacrifices and spirit of the Second World War, the Queen’s speech wove together the national mythology of wartime with the isolation, trials and tribulations of Covid-19, and the unity needed to overcome this new crisis. The experience of wartime, she reassured her audience, showed both that Britain and its people would rise to this new challenge and that normal life would one day resume.


It is not the intention of this book to try and demolish this myth, not least because there is some truth to it. Wartime Britain was largely (but never entirely) united, and although it was at the head of the world’s biggest and most powerful empire and, after 1941, fought alongside the major powers of both the United States and the Soviet Union, it sometimes felt alone, especially after the fall of France and the evacuation from Dunkirk in 1940. This ‘Spitfire Summer’ – bookended by the retreat and evacuation of the remains of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk in late May and early June, and the beginning of the Blitz in September, with the Battle of Britain sitting in between – lies at the heart of Britain’s wartime mythology. This is the period recalled as Britain’s ‘finest hour’, when the British people (military and civilian alike) faced down the overwhelming might of Hitler’s Germany to emerge eventually victorious, largely united in both their defiance of the Nazi state and in their determination to build a better world once the war ended.


This image of the war has run through modern British society like the wording in a stick of rock. When the England football team played Germany at Wembley in the semi-final of the 1996 European Championships, the Daily Mirror paraphrased Chamberlain’s declaration of war in September 1939:




I am writing to you from the Editor’s office at Canary Wharf, London. Last night the Daily Mirror’s ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared to withdraw their football team from Wembley, a state of soccer war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently we are at soccer war with Germany.11





Tongue-in-cheek, yes. But instantly recognisable to its audience, almost sixty years after the event. Germany went on to win, on penalties. Perhaps supporters were able to draw on the ‘Blitz spirit’ in the game’s aftermath, much as Londoners were urged to display this ‘spirit’ following the London Tube and bus bombings of 7 July 2005, or maybe they drowned their sorrows with a pint or two of Shepherd Neame’s Spitfire Amber Ale, advertised as the ‘Bottle of Britain’? Certainly their counterparts two decades later may have found themselves looking at a ubiquitous ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ fridge magnet if they hoped to find consolation in a post-match snack, after England was knocked out of the same competition by Iceland in 2016. How much comfort was offered by either snack or slogan – itself taken from a wartime poster that was never used – is questionable.


This myth-making is not new. The war was mythologised as it happened, as commentators from across the political spectrum sought to shore up morale and reassure the British people that although this was a war that would be hard, it would inevitably end in victory. We are au fait with much of this material: Churchill’s speeches; newsreel footage of volunteer firefighters struggling with the massive conflagrations of the Blitz; wartime films that have become staples of Sundayafternoon television, such as Noël Coward and David Lean’s In Which We Serve (1942), telling the story of the survivors of the sinking of HMS Torrin, bonded by experience, shared war aims and good humour, their life-raft a model of social cohesion and unity. These words and images are familiar to many of us, interesting and often pleasurable reminders of the (imagined) harmony and determination of the war years. But the people who formed the original audience for these were also writing their own war, their words captured by the social-survey organisation Mass Observation. The next chapter looks at this organisation and some of the people who wrote for it, whose words give us such a vivid picture of life in Britain during the turmoil of the Second World War.
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Mass Observation founders Tom Harrisson (left) and Charles Madge (right) in 1938, the year after the organisations’ founding.











* Bennett had been born in 1934 and was employed as a junior lecturer in medieval history at Magdalen College, Oxford.










CHAPTER TWO


Mass Observation and the Second World War


‘They Speak for Themselves’


By the spring of 1945 the naval city of Plymouth in southwest England was looking far from its best. Like many of its inhabitants, it was tired and weary after years of war and hardship. With its extensive docks and large naval base, the city on the coast of Devon had been the target of repeated bombing raids by the Luftwaffe. Four years earlier Plymouth had endured its own intensive period of ‘blitzing’, when more than 1,000 civilians were killed and thousands more injured by 6,600 high-explosive bombs and 200,000 incendiary bombs, which were dropped on the city in March and April 1941. By the war’s end Plymouth was one of the most devastated cities in England, with more than 4,000 houses destroyed and another 18,000 seriously damaged. Despite the creation of a ‘bold and comprehensive’ plan for reconstruction in 1941, rebuilding of the city centre wouldn’t begin until 1947.1 By 1945 residents had learned to pick their way around the rubble and bombsites as they journeyed across the city, and to live with (and often in) bomb-damaged houses. As it became clear that the war in Europe was drawing to a close, the people of Plymouth had good reason to celebrate.


When ‘Victory in Europe Day’ – usually known today as VE Day, and at the time often simply as ‘V Day’ – finally dawned on 8 May 1945, Plymouth celebrated the end of almost six long years of war in Europe. Like other cities, towns and villages across Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and in many other countries across Europe and around the world, solemn commemorative parades and church services were combined with street parties, dances and gatherings of all shapes and sizes. Lady Nancy Astor, Conservative MP for Plymouth Sutton, joined in the dancing on Plymouth Hoe, and a church service was held in the ruins of St Andrew’s Church in the city centre. A nine-year-old boy watched the Lord Mayor lead a victory parade through the city, remembering in adulthood ‘the tanks and armoured cars pass by… in an endless stream’ through ‘scenes of devastation’.2 Bands played, crowds danced and impromptu tea parties were held in streets across the city, as neighbours dragged tables and chairs out into the street and shared the cakes and sandwiches they had made with the rationed sugar, flour and eggs that had been carefully saved for this day. Many a child fell asleep long before the celebrations ended that night.


Mass Observation, which had been watching and recording the activities, feelings and habits of the British people since 1937, was keen to discover both how people planned to celebrate victory in Europe and how they actually marked the end of the war. A young man from Plymouth, one of Mass Observation’s panel of volunteer writers, decided to act as an observer himself, conducting a systematic survey of 190 of his fellow Plymouth citizens. He asked them the question that Mass Observation had asked of him: ‘What do you propose to do the day peace is declared?’ The answer from the 130 men that he asked was unanimous:
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Nancy Astor dancing with a Royal Navy sailor on Plymouth Hoe, 1942.










Twenty men from the dockyard, approximate age 28: said they would get drunk


Twenty men from the dockyard, approximate age 50: said they would get drunk


Twenty demolition (workers), approximate age 30: get drunk


Twenty railwaymen, approximate age 28: get drunk


Twenty transport men, approximate age 30: get drunk


Ten army get drunk, ten navy get drunk, ten air force get drunk.





The plans of the sixty women questioned were slightly more nuanced. They were expecting to hold parties, to visit the local pub and to go dancing, all activities in which alcohol could undoubtedly play a part, even if its consumption was not the main purpose. If anyone held hopes that the people of Plymouth would greet the defeat of Nazi Germany with the self-control and stoicism that had characterised the wartime ‘Blitz spirit’, they were about to be disappointed.3 As the second ‘total war’ of the twentieth century drew to its close in Europe, the city’s people were ready to celebrate.


The way that Britain ‘remembers’ VE Day eighty years on is almost entirely dominated by images like these: crowds celebrating in city centres; drinking and dancing in Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly and Westminster; gathering outside Buckingham Palace and in Whitehall to demand appearances by Winston Churchill and the Royal Family; and holding street parties in towns and villages across the land. For the first time since the outbreak of war, people could listen to the weather forecast on the BBC, predicting sporadic rain and thunderstorms for most of the country. Flags were bought or dug out of attics, pianos rolled into front gardens and bunting strung from lamp posts. In many places the figure of Hitler was quickly constructed, ready for burning on a communal bonfire. Food and drink, carefully saved to celebrate the victory, were shared with friends and neighbours. The blackout, which had seen the country plunged into darkness at sunset since 1939, had been largely lifted in April, and lanterns and street lights shone down on the parties as daytime stretched into evening and on into the night. Searchlights, no longer seeking out German bombers, lit up the night sky above London in a ‘V for Victory’ sign. Bonfires were set and fireworks exploded in a celebration of light and noise after years of blackout darkness. These are the images that dominate our collective memory of VE Day in twenty-first-century Britain.


Such images, however, are far from the whole story. As the reports, observations and diaries of VE Day began to roll into Mass Observation headquarters from around the country, it became clear that the end of the war in Europe was not a day of unalloyed joy for everyone. For those who had been bereaved by the war, and for those who still had loved ones reported as ‘missing’ (often many years after they had first disappeared), the day was bittersweet at best. For those who had family members, lovers and friends fighting in other ‘theatres of combat’ against the Japanese imperial army in Asia, the declaration of peace felt premature. Some of those who had fought in Europe or defended the home front found, to their surprise, that they were now part of Operation Downfall, the planned invasion of Japan that would have been led by the United States in the autumn of 1945, had Japan not surrendered in August of that year. Others were simply worn out by the long years of war or were pessimistic or anxious about the chances of a lasting peace. Individual feelings about VE Day in May 1945 – and what peace in Europe would bring – were as different and diverse as the people of wartime Britain.


The surrender of the Nazi regime that had torn Europe apart was undoubtedly a victory for Britain and the many other nations who had fought with the Allies, as well as for the millions who had endured and often tried to resist occupation across the continent. But the relief, and sometimes euphoria, that accompanied the end of the war in Europe was not universal. While the children’s author Astrid Lindgren described Stockholm restaurants in neutral Sweden where ‘all the diners sang and recited and did their party pieces’, the anonymous author of A Woman in Berlin was reflecting on the experiences of women under Russian occupation in that city: the endless search for food and fuel, and the constant threat of rape from the soldiers who were flooding into the city, looking for alcohol, and women, with which to celebrate their victory.4 Meanwhile in Czechoslovakia insurgents were battling the remnants of the Nazi occupiers of Prague, waiting in vain for the US Third Army to come to their aid; and further afield, French police tried to seize the pro-independence banners that were held by Muslim participants in a victory parade in Algeria, sparking a wave of attacks and reprisals that left 6,000–30,000 dead. Closer to home, the Channel Islands had to wait an extra day for liberation, when British forces arrived on 9 May.


This book traces some of what was happening in the world on those fateful days. While its focus is on the experiences, hopes and fears recorded by those on the British home front who wrote for the organisation Mass Observation, other voices are included alongside them, to remind ourselves that there were different experiences and different narratives of the time, and that these deserve a place in any history of a world war.


In Britain we are lucky to have the material that was collected by Mass Observation, the unconventional social-survey organisation founded in 1937. In December 1936 the country had plunged into a constitutional crisis when the new king, Edward VIII, abdicated after the Cabinet refused his request to marry Wallis Simpson, an American divorcee. The affair gripped the nation, dividing it between those who supported the errant king and those who implacably opposed the marriage. Soon after the affair became public, in her diary entry for 7 December 1936, the novelist Virginia Woolf tried to explain the sense of crisis that pervaded the nation, centred not just on the behaviour of the King, but on the uncertainties of public opinion:




We can’t have a woman Simpson for Queen, that was the sense of it. ‘She’s no more Royal than you or me’ was what the grocer’s young woman said. But today, before the PM makes his announcement to the House, we have developed a strong sense of human sympathy; we are saying hang it all, the age of Victoria is over. Let him marry whom he likes… They say Royalty is in Peril. The Empire is divided. In fact, never has there been such a crisis… Spain, Germany, Russia, all are elbowed out… [Oswald] Mosley is taking advantage of the crisis for his own ends. In fact we are all talking 19 to the dozen… things, empires, hierarchies – moralities – will never be the same again.5





Woolf captured the volatile nature of public opinion: did people support the King and his desire to marry Mrs Simpson, or the government and the Church of England, who argued that, as head of the Church, the King could not marry a divorcee? Politicians, bishops, newspaper editors and the King himself argued over who was in touch with public opinion, and what that public opinion meant for the future of the monarchy and, it seemed, the nation. What, in the end, did the people want? And what did the people feel?


Newspapers made claims and counter-claims about public feeling regarding the King and his desire to marry. While The Times and the Daily Telegraph largely sided with the Cabinet, the Daily Express reported that a crowd supportive of the King gathered outside Downing Street to sing the national anthem and booed ministers leaving a Cabinet meeting.6 The Daily Mirror stated emphatically that:




Every sensible man and woman in Britain today holds the view that anything that makes our monarch happy is good for the country.


The King wishes to marry Mrs Simpson.


And the people of Britain want his request to be granted.7





This was a situation for which there was no historical precedent, and the opportunity that it seemed to offer to study human behaviour ‘in the raw’ was to inspire a Londonbased poet and journalist, a documentary film-maker and an anthropologist then based in the industrial north-west to attempt just that.


The origins of Mass Observation can be found in the letters pages of the New Statesman and Nation, the progressive magazine edited by Kingsley Martin. The first letter was from an energetic schoolteacher, inventor and activist, Geoffrey Pyke, who wrote on 12 December 1936 to suggest that the abdication crisis could provide useful material for ‘the anthropological study of our own civilization, of which we stand in such desperate need’. The journalist and poet Charles Madge replied on 2 January 1937 to claim that a project of ‘mass observations’ was already in existence, inviting volunteers to help as ‘only mass observations can create mass science’. One of those to respond was the anthropologist Tom Harrisson, and on 30 January 1937 a letter signed by Madge, Harrisson and the documentary film-maker Humphrey Jennings appeared in the pages of the New Statesman, announcing the creation of Mass Observation and its ambition to develop ‘an anthropology of our own people’. Ambitiously, if not a little pompously, the letter claimed that the new organisation:
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