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Introduction


This is a book about war. That doesn’t mean it is all guns blazing, and nothing else. There is a lot more to a good war story than bombs and machine guns – although you will find plenty of both in this book.


A good war story might have no weapons in it at all. Instead of being packed with explosions, it is bursting with emotion. The characters’ thoughts and feelings are what drive the story forward, and capture our hearts.


Many people had their hearts in their mouths when war was declared. There were no bombs, no machine guns and no explosions. Just a crackling voice on a wireless radio set that made everybody freeze.


‘This country is at war with Germany,’ said the voice. It was the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain.


People never forgot where they were or what they were doing when they heard those words just after 11 o’clock in the morning on 3 September 1939. Some were in their living rooms. Others were out walking the dog, and rushed back to hear the news. Many were at church. It was a Sunday, after all.


That was back in the days when Sunday was still holy – a day for peace and quiet. Except Sunday, 3 September 1939, created the opposite of peace and quiet. It created World War II – or the Second World War, to give it its Sunday name.


World War II sometimes sounds like a Bible story – a battle between good and evil. Or, as American soldiers said at the time, it was the good guys versus the bad guys.


The good guys were the British and their supporters – known as the Allies. The bad guys were Nazi Germany and their supporters – known as the Axis Powers.


Whose side would you have been on? The answer might seem obvious. Nazi Germany led by Adolf Hitler tried to conquer the world, and kill everyone they didn’t like. Millions of people died as a result. There is no doubt they were the bad guys.


Except, for people who lived through the war, it was sometimes not so easy to tell the good side from the bad. In this book you will discover people who were on the German side, but turned out not to be such bad people after all.


The stories here also reveal that the so-called good guys could sometimes treat people in a way that was really cruel and barbaric. So things were often not very clear-cut.


It can be hard to tell our enemy from our friend sometimes, and some of the stories here invite us to see ourselves through our enemy’s eyes, to feel things our enemy is feeling.


Maybe if we can see things from an enemy’s point of view, it will help us work things out peacefully. On the other hand, these tales show that we human beings are a warlike bunch, and we are fascinated by struggles, battles and conflicts.


There have been plenty of battles in Scotland’s long history. This book looks at World War II from a Scottish point of view, because this small country played a big part in the war – even though most of the battles were in foreign lands.


The stories here are about men and women, allies and enemies. Some were born in Scotland, some were not – but they all had ‘a Scottish war’.


So what exactly does it mean to have had ‘a Scottish war’? Read on and find out.





CHAPTER 1



A Long Minute


[image: image]


Lance-Sergeant Stewart Watson opened his eyes. He wondered how long he had been unconscious. He also wondered why everything was upside down.


Bruised and bleeding, Watson’s body was slung over another man’s shoulders. His head and arms swayed gently from side to side as his bearer plodded along.


Watson looked down at the legs of the soldier carrying him. That’s an enemy uniform, Watson thought to himself with alarm. What’s going to happen to me?


There were other thoughts, too. Where am I? How did I get here? How badly wounded am I?


It was the summer of 1944. Watson had been fighting in a battle at a French town called Caen. Watson was in the Glasgow Highlanders. They were a Scottish regiment of the British Army. They were fighting on the Allied side against the enemy – the German army.


Caen was a beautiful medieval town of old churches and market squares. It was in a place called Normandy, in northwest France. Caen was an important town during the war. Whoever controlled Caen could control the roads and rivers around it.


As Sergeant Watson was carried along by the German soldier, he felt a sharp pain in his arm. It was a bad wound. He remembered crossing his own front line and going into no-man’s-land – the danger zone. Then he had been hit by an explosion and passed out. Now he realised he was still on the battlefield, which was somewhere on the outskirts of Caen.


Up until now, the town had been in the hands of the Germans. The Allies were determined to drive the Germans out and seize it. The Allies had landed on nearby beaches on DDay and then come here. The success of the war depended on what happened next.


It was all a long way from Watson’s home in Maryhill, Glasgow. He wondered if he would ever get back there. Would he ever see his family again? Or his girlfriend? Would he ever see the River Clyde? Before the war he had worked on the river as an apprentice in a shipyard.


There was hope. Watson realised the German soldier was actually carrying him towards the Allied front line. He could tell the German was wounded, too. Now the enemy soldier wanted to give himself up – and save Watson’s life.


Eventually they reached safety. The two men were picked up by other soldiers from the Allied side. Watson was pleased to see that the brave German seemed to be getting the same care and attention as he was. Both men were put on stretchers and carried back to base.


Watson was now safely behind Allied lines, but his life was still in danger. Without treatment for his wounds he could die. At the base camp, trenches had been dug in the soil where wounded soldiers were laid while they waited to be taken to hospital. Watson and his new German companion were lowered into a trench.


This was a scary time. If a soldier passed out and died while lying in the trench, the other soldiers just covered him up with soil and buried him there. Luckily, Watson and the German soldier managed to hang on. They were taken away in an ambulance by a Red Cross nurse.


‘Do you know what has happened to my brother?’ the nurse asked Watson. ‘He is a soldier fighting in Caen.’


Watson shook his head. ‘Sorry, I don’t,’ he said grimly.


An RAF aeroplane was waiting for Watson and his new German companion. It flew them from France to England. ‘We’re on our way back to Blighty!’ said Watson with a cheer. The flight home gave everyone time to think private thoughts while the plane’s engines and propellers roared.


The serious wound in Watson’s arm was a painful reminder of the battle he had left behind. How were his men getting on without him? As a Lance-Sergeant, he had an important duty to the men under his command. In fact, it was while doing his duty that he got himself injured.


Watson recalled the events before the explosion. He and his platoon had been advancing across farmland outside Caen. They were in a cornfield on the edge of a forest. The battle was very bloody. Bullets were whizzing everywhere. There were explosions as artillery shells pounded the soil near and far.


One of the men was struck down in the crossfire. Watson was nearby and went to his aid. He dragged the wounded man into a tank dugout. This sheltered spot had been used to protect an enemy German tank before the Allied advance forced the Germans back. Now the dugout was being used as a makeshift first-aid station.


Watson and his comrade were pinned down by enemy fire. If anyone popped his head above the tops of the corn he would be shot. While Watson scanned the ground looking for a way out, he noticed something sticking out of the soil. He wriggled out a little to take a look at it.


It was a human hand.


Judging by the civilian clothing on the arm, this might have been the farmer of the cornfield. Once he had peacefully tended these fields. Now he was dead and buried.


Back in the dugout, Watson turned to the stricken soldier. ‘You’ll have to hang on a minute,’ said Watson. ‘I’m going to get help. I’ll not be long.’


Before leaving, Watson said again: ‘Just hang on a minute.’


As soon as there was a lull in the gunfire, Watson was off. Crawling on his belly. Then padding with his back bent and head down low. Then running at full pelt.


The battle had moved on. Where were the rest of his men? He raced down the side of the forest. He looked for a shortcut to base camp and ran across a stream. Then a wave of bombs started dropping.


All of a sudden, Lance-Sergeant Watson was in oblivion. He felt like he had been blasted to kingdom come.


‘Just a minute . . .’ This was the promise he had made to the wounded man in the dugout, but there would be no going back now. He lost conciousness and everything went dark.


Then, by some miracle, he was rescued by the German soldier. Now he was on the RAF plane, on his way home. It was all very strange and unexpected.


When the plane landed, Watson and the German soldier had to go their separate ways. ‘Here, take this,’ said Watson. It was a British coin – half a crown. The enemy soldier smiled at his new friend and gave him something in return. It was a German coin.


They never saw each other again.


The wound in Watson’s arm needed urgent treatment. He was taken to a military hospital in Derby, near London. Once there he underwent an operation. First, the doctors put him to sleep using an anaesthetic.


When Watson awoke, his blurry eyes focused on something lying on his bedside cabinet. It was an ugly, jagged lump of metal sitting on a nice, clean bandage. Just then, a doctor appeared.


‘Was that thing taken out of me?’ asked Watson.


‘Yes,’ said the doctor. The lump was a piece of shrapnel from the bomb that had blasted Watson. Then the doctor added: ‘Now we have a proposal to make to you.’


‘What’s that?’ asked Watson.


‘We would like to conduct an experiment on you, using a new medicine,’ replied the doctor. ‘Will you help us?’


‘Of course I will help you.’


‘Don’t you want to hear what it entails first?’


‘No, I’m sure it will be fine.’


‘Well, the thing is, every soldier here before you has given it up.’


‘I will not give it up.’


‘Very well, then,’ said the doctor finally. ‘We would like you to allow yourself to be inoculated every hour, night and day, for several days.’ Being inoculated meant getting an injection. ‘You will get the needle in any part of the body you want – your arm, your bottom, anywhere.’


‘Yes, I will do it on one condition,’ said Watson. ‘You see that piece of shrapnel there?’ He pointed at the jagged object. ‘I want to be able to show that to my grandchildren when they ask me “Grand-dad, what did you do in the war?” I want to be able to show them that and tell them the story. So can I have it?’


‘Yes,’ said the doctor. ‘And we will give you more than that. You can have your X-Ray plate as well.’ In those days, X-Ray photographs of wounds were recorded on glass plates.


After this conversation, the treatment began. Just as the doctor said, it lasted for several days. Watson was injected with purified water, which had been boiled and then cooled. The water contained the medicine – but the doctor didn’t tell Watson what it was.


The days went by and Watson thought about his men on the battlefield. He remembered his last words: ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


When the treatment was finished the doctor was pleased. ‘You will be delighted to hear you have really exceeded what we wanted,’ he said to Watson. ‘You have been marvellous. So shall we tell you what the medicine is?’


‘Yes please,’ said Watson.


‘Let me begin by telling you that had this been the First World War, then without any shadow of a doubt your arm would have had to be chopped off,’ said the doctor gravely. ‘That would have been the only way to save you from a killer infection. No question.’


Watson listened intently as the doctor continued.


‘Because of this new medicine, your arm has been saved. And the name of the medicine is penicillin.’


Penicillin was a substance discovered in 1928 by a Scottish medical scientist called Alexander Fleming. During the Second World War, penicillin was turned into a medicine and given to people for the first time to see how effective it was. Doctors also wanted to check that it was safe.


Hundreds of Allied soldiers like Lance-Sergeant Watson were treated with this great Scottish discovery, and many lives were saved. Penicillin went on to be one of the most important medicines ever created.


Now Watson was back on his feet at last. Although he was still recuperating, he had the opportunity to taste a little freedom. So he spoke to a young nurse with whom he had become friendly.


‘I’ll take you out if you like,’ he said.


‘Go on then,’ she replied.


With his arm in a sling, Watson went into Derby town with the off-duty nurse. They walked past a pub, and she said: ‘Let’s go into this pub for a drink.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Watson. ‘I don’t drink. I never touch alcohol.’


The nurse was not happy, and that was the end of their friendship.


‘That’s just the way I am,’ said Watson.


In fact, Lance-Sergeant Watson had a reputation for being a bit different. Back in Scotland near the start of the war, his company had been billeted for a while in a whisky distillery. The distillery was bombed by the Luftwaffe – the German Air Force – and whisky leaked out of the casks. The other men helped themselves to it, but Watson never touched alcohol.


Another fact that made Watson different was that he was an atheist. Being an atheist meant that he did not have a religion, and did not believe in God. This view of things was not very popular in the army at the time. Watson was often in trouble with superiors who did not accept his atheism.


On the other hand, Watson did have very strong political beliefs. He believed in an ideology called socialism. This meant he believed very strongly that people should be treated equally and fairly.


Watson had fought in the war on the front line, but he also fought against unfairness wherever he found it. Unfairness and injustice were not just on the enemy side. They sometimes found it on the Allied side, too.


There were two examples of unfairness on his own side that really stuck in Watson’s mind. Just like ugly bits of shrapnel.


When Watson was a Lance-Corporal at his barracks in Maryhill, he saw how Catholic soldiers in his own regiment were treated unfairly. On Sunday they were not permitted to go to church like the Protestant men, because no officer would accompany them.


Watson said: ‘I will escort you Catholic men to your church.’


‘Why are you doing this for us, sir?’ the Catholic soldiers asked as they marched up the hill.


‘I don’t agree with your religious belief,’ replied Watson. ‘But I will defend to the death your right to believe it!’


Later on in the war, just before Watson fought in Normandy, he encountered another example of unfairness and injustice. This happened when he was seconded to a division of the United States Army, which was stationed in Britain. Being seconded meant being transferred temporarily to another force.


At first, being a Scottish soldier in the US Army was fun. In the British Army, Watson had been given just one egg a week in his food ration. In the US Army you got two eggs every day. What a feast!


Plus, Watson was treated like a bit of a celebrity. The American soldiers were very impressed by the formal way Watson saluted his superior officers. They all tried to copy his march and the way he loudly clicked his tackety boots when he held his hand up in a salute.


But the Americans could never get the hang of it. The rubber soles of their US Army boots were too soft, and their salutes were too casual.


Because Watson was an NCO, or Non-Commissioned Officer, he was assigned a driver to transport him from place to place. This was one of the perks of being in the US Army. Watson’s driver was an African-American, and the two men got on very well.


One day, Watson’s driver announced that he had some holidays coming up. ‘I was thinking of going to Glasgow,’ he said. ‘I hear it is a good place to go on leave.’


‘Yes, it certainly is,’ Watson replied. ‘Have you got anywhere to stay?’


‘I was thinking I would book in somewhere,’ said the driver cheerfully.


‘Nonsense!’ said Watson. ‘You can stay with my mother. She would be delighted to have you. I’ll give you the address.’


The driver’s face fell. ‘Oh no, I couldn’t do that, Sir,’ he said.


‘Why on earth not?’ said Watson, slightly offended.


‘Look at me,’ said the driver.


‘I’m looking at you,’ said Watson. ‘What’s the problem?’


‘Look at me!’ said the driver again.


‘I am looking at you!’ replied Watson. ‘What’s the problem?’


‘I’m black, Sir!’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ said Watson.


‘Sir, if my superiors found out that a black man like me had spent the night alone in a white woman’s house, I would be put up on a charge.’ This meant the driver would be punished for misconduct.


‘What!?’ Watson had never heard anything so ridiculous.


This was the rule in the US Army, the driver explained. There was nothing that could be done. Black soldiers were second-class citizens and did not have the same freedom or rights as white soldiers. They were treated unfairly and unjustly.
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