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Introduction

Ever since the spoken word evolved into its written form, letters have played a significant part in history. Some have played a pivotal role and shaped the fate of nations, others have recorded momentous events, while many have simply given us an insight into what it was like to live in times past.
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Letters from the ill-fated transatlantic liner RMS Titanic have often turned up at auctions and commanded high prices. Ironically RMS is short for Royal Mail Ship.



Edinburgh,
Scotland
2019

Dear Reader,

I thought it was a good time to write you a short letter. This book is all about letters from history – letters from figures great and small. Within these pages you will find private letters, public letters and open letters; letters to be obeyed, disobedient letters; first letters, chain letters, last letters, lost letters, telegrams, and a couple of important messages sent on the eve of battle.

They may or may not have changed history, but all have historical significance. Pliny the Younger’s eyewitness account of the 79 AD eruptions of Vesuvius didn’t change history, but his letters to Tacitus describing the event have provided archaeologists with a vivid insight for the excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum. His uncle, Pliny the Elder, died during the catastrophe, and his report was so accurate that his name is remembered by modern vulcanologists when they speak of Plinian eruptions.

Other letters are much more intimate in their contents. Here you will find an example of Henry VIII’s courtly letters to the latest love of his life, Anne Boleyn; letters that curiously ended up in the Vatican in Rome. They also include Pierre Curie’s first attempt to make his partnership with his future wife Maria (later, Marie) more than merely a scientific collaboration. After her spell as a student in Paris she returned home to her native Poland to continue her work there. He wrote her an impassioned letter and she came back to Paris.

Marie Curie is not the only scientist to have received a letter which ultimately led to world-changing scientific breakthroughs. The routine letter which advised a young Charles Darwin that there was a place as Naturalist on the surveying vessel HMS Beagle was an ordinary piece of correspondence, but as a result of that five-year trip he developed his theory of Natural Selection. There are letters from technological pioneers, including one from Galileo in 1609 describing the moons of Jupiter, which he had just seen through his telescope, and the telegram from the Wright Brothers immediately after their historic first flight. Leonardo da Vinci’s 1480 CV and covering letter to the Duke of Milan includes career highlights you won’t find on any other CV.

Elsewhere you can read the letter that gave J. Robert Oppenheimer the go-ahead to develop the atomic bomb, which is interesting for the fact that it doesn’t mention the atomic bomb. If that was Oppenheimer’s beginning, his end was the letter from William Borden which accused him of being a Communist spy. And the consequences of his work – nuclear weapons – nearly brought the world to extinction, averted only by the correspondence between Nikita Khrushchev and President Kennedy to resolve the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

Oppenheimer wasn’t a spy; but espionage is a theme that runs through much of the book. You can read about the scandal of letters secretly passed to Ben Franklin which revealed the true opinion of Britain’s governor of the Massachusetts colony; and you can read the letter from George Washington commissioning America’s first spy ring. The book also contains the letter suggesting that one of Britain’s most notorious spies, Guy Burgess, had passed through his Communism phase, as if it were a childhood illness.

Britain’s own spy network was well established by the sixteenth century, when it uncovered letters of collusion between Mary, Queen of Scots and a group plotting to assassinate Queen Elizabeth I of England. There’s also the story of the Bletchley Park codebreakers who wrote directly to Winston Churchill begging for more resources to help break the Germans’ Enigma code; work which would eventually turn the tide in favour of the Allies in World War II.
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One of the most critical letters from history, sent by Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev to John F. Kennedy during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.



Wars are history’s ugly landmarks – the milestones through time which change the lives of millions. The first letter in the book is an impertinent reply to an ancient Greek army demanding the surrender of its enemy Sparta. Elsewhere there are letters between allies (for example Roosevelt and Churchill, Hitler and Mussolini) and enemies (Napoleon of France declaring war on Alexander I of Russia), and between winners and losers. General Sherman’s letter to the citizens of Atlanta during the Civil War is a very human acknowledgment of the necessary horrors of war, while the telegram reporting the bombing of Pearl Harbor is stark in its brevity.

There are more personal accounts of war, too. Sullivan Ballou’s loving letter to his wife Sarah was found among his possessions after his death at the First Battle of Bull Run in 1861. Poet Siegfried Sassoon’s outspoken letter to his commanding officer during World War I may have helped him to survive the conflict. John F. Kennedy’s celebrated letter-on-a-coconut certainly saved his life when he was stranded on a Pacific Island after his patrol boat was sunk.

Modern espionage is as likely to be corporate or political as military. James McCord admitted the extent of his involvement in the Watergate Affair in a confessional letter which blew the scandal wide open. The whistleblower is a modern phenomenon and this book includes letters from those who exposed malpractice at institutions as diverse as Enron and the National Security Agency. Often at personal risk, these individuals have always brought about change and a new transparency which benefits us all.

In Britain, weapons inspector Dr David Kelly admitted in a letter to the Ministry of Defence that he had expressed misgivings about the veracity of a ‘dodgy dossier’ assembled to aid Tony Blair’s call to arms for the Iraq war. Once the news of that letter was in the public domain he was hounded by press and politicians alike. The fallout tainted the careers of all involved and drove him to take his own life. Suicide notes can be grimly fascinating, and we have included Virginia Woolf’s achingly sad last letter to her husband, as well as what was meant to be the last letter from French poet Baudelaire to his mistress. Despite stabbing himself in the chest he managed to miss any vital organs and survived to write his best work.
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Better known for his rousing speeches than his letters, during World War II Churchill wrote a letter to support the Salute the Soldier campaign to raise funds for military equipment.



Other arts are represented in the book. The roots of Beatrix Potter’s popular Peter Rabbit books are in a letter she wrote to a young friend; Vincent van Gogh tried to explain his art to his brother Theo in a letter; and a letter from Mozart to his wife illustrates the frenzy of his final days of urgent composition. Pop music has largely replaced the classical repertoire in the public’s hearts. It’s incredible to think that the Beatles received a rejection letter from Britain’s leading record company at the start of their career.

Oscar Wilde is here too, but not for a letter with a string of witty bon mots. He wrote a celebrated letter from Reading Gaol, where he was forced to reflect on his wild living. Martin Luther King Jr. also found time in prison to write a long letter, in defence of the crime of civil disobedience for which he had been locked up. Nadezhda Tolokonnikova, a member of the feminist Russian punk group Pussy Riot, wrote philosophical letters during her detention for hooliganism which consider the vital role of public protest.
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The neat handwriting of Queen Anne Boleyn, writing to thank Cardinal Wolsey for promoting her marriage to Henry VIII.



King and another famous prisoner, Nelson Mandela, wrote letters as part of the centuries-long fight for civil rights for Africans and African Americans. We have also included letters from Abraham Lincoln, George Washington Williams and Eleanor Roosevelt, which take stands on the subject. Addressing another aspect of social injustice, the book includes the Time’s Up letter of 2018, signed by three hundred women from the world of entertainment, which called for equality of the sexes and an end to male abuse wherever it occurs. We can only hope this brings about more change than the letter from Abigail Adams to her husband John in 1776, asking him to enshrine the rights of women in the American Constitution which he was about to help write. He thought she was joking.

There’s something about all these letters. They are a very direct link between us and those who wrote and received them, and the times when they were written. The paper and the ink and the writing are often tangible elements which bring their history alive.

I like a letter, sealed in an envelope, with a postmarked stamp, and delivered not to a virtual mailbox, but to a real one. Everyone writes emails these days and the letter seems to be on its way out. But however personal their contents, emails are never really personal, or private.

They’re not hand-written; no one has chosen the writing paper; and they can be read by anyone from your email provider to your national security agency. Emails all look the same; and they can be deleted by the accidental touch of a keyboard. They are never scented! There’s nothing to hold on to, nothing to keep, nothing to take out of your wallet or purse and re-read in a quiet moment; nothing to treasure.

Well, that’s that. I hope you like the book. If you do, why not send me a letter?

With very best wishes,

Colin Salter



The Spartans respond to a letter from Philip II of Macedon

(c. 346 BC)

A laconic phrase is the embodiment of verbal cool: a short, blunt, pithy, witty remark that deflates or dismisses a grander, more verbose person or idea. It was invented by the ancient Greek city-state of Sparta and named after their region of Greece, Laconia.

The Spartans had a fearsome reputation. Male Spartans began their military service at the age of seven with basic training. They were also educated in the arts, including the art of the reply: there were special punishments for ‘unlaconic’ answers to questions. From the ages of twenty to thirty they were pressed into national military service, and remained on call as reservists until they were sixty. If a Spartan man were called on to go to war, it was a tradition for his wife to formally present him with his shield and say, ‘With this, or on it’ – in other words, come back victorious or be carried back dead.

In nearby Macedon, King Philip II was the youngest of three brothers, whose father had unified Macedon (called Macedonia today) into a recognizable and powerful state. Warfare with neighbouring states was a family business. Although his father had lived to a ripe old age, none of his sons were so fortunate. It was only after a series of early deaths by assassination or in battle that Philip found his way to the top, when he deposed his nephew in 359 BC.

Despite his unorthodox rise, Philip proved to be an effective ruler. He reinvigorated the Macedonian army and set about restoring and expanding the country’s borders through military conquest. As Macedon’s reputation grew, sometimes the mere threat of invasion was enough to secure the surrender of a neighbouring state. In around 346 BC Philip wrote a letter to the leaders of Sparta, giving them the chance to give up without a fight. ‘You are advised to submit without further delay, for if I bring my army into your land, I will destroy your farms, slay your people, and raze your city.’ It was a cheeky offer; Sparta had been the dominant fighting force in the ancient Greek world for three hundred years. Since a defeat by Thebes in 371 BC, Sparta had been further rocked by internal slave revolts, and Philip may have sensed Spartan weakness and instability. But his letter is chiefly remembered today for the reply that he received from the Spartans.

Sparta replied simply: ‘If.’

Philip is reputed to have approached the Spartans on another occasion, writing: ‘Should I enter your lands as a friend or as a foe?’ This time the reply was just as terse: ‘Neither.’

Philip II was assassinated in 336 BC at the wedding of his daughter to a neighbouring ruler. He was succeeded by his son Alexander III, Alexander the Great. Although Alexander’s conquests extended to the subcontinent of India, the Macedonian army never did invade Sparta.
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A Spartan hoplite, or citizen-soldier. The red cloak was part of the characteristic Spartan uniform, but it was discarded in battle.
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The Philippeion at Olympia in Greece. This monument was erected to celebrate Philip’s complete victory at the Battle of Chaeronea in 338 BC. His Macedonian forces routed the forces of Thebes and Athens and left him in command of all Greece … with the exception of Sparta …





Caesar’s murderers correspond to work out their next move

(March 22, 44 BC)

Scattered across various collections, there are twenty-seven letters from a remarkable correspondence between members of the conspiracy to assassinate Julius Caesar. These letters were written more than 2,000 years ago, and somehow, their contents have survived.

Julius Caesar, everyone’s favourite ancient Roman, was a brilliant military commander and a skilled politician. As a maverick general he fought unsanctioned wars, and after his move into populist politics he steered the Roman Republic towards dictatorship, with himself at the top.

Rome was ruled by a senate. While some senators showered honours and titles on Caesar, others were concerned that he was undermining the democracy of the Republic. Senator Cassius and his brother-in-law, Brutus, hatched a plot to remove the tyrannical leader. In 44 BC, on March 15 (the Ides of March, when traditionally debts had to be paid), Julius Caesar was stabbed twenty-three times on the pavement outside the Theatre of Pompey.

Assassinations don’t just plan themselves. The conspirators met in one anothers’ houses and naturally didn’t put much in writing before the event. Afterwards, however, all hell broke loose, and in a letter from Brutus to Cassius, written only a few days after the murder, he considered the conspirators’ options.

The fact that they had not been rounded up and executed already says something about the times. Caesar’s assassination was not entirely unpopular. Nor had it extended to killing his closest ally, Mark Antony: the conspirators’ only aim was the removal of a tyrant, not regime change.

However, Brutus noted that ‘it was not safe for any of us to be in Rome.’ Someone loyal to Caesar might easily seek revenge, and ‘I have determined to ask for permission, while we are at Rome, to have a bodyguard at the public expense; but I do not expect they will grant us that privilege, because we shall raise a storm of unpopularity against them.’

Meanwhile Brutus was trying to make a deal with Mark Antony that would get them out of the capital. He seems to have asked Mark Antony for a governorship, but ‘he said that he could not possibly give me my province.’ So ‘I decided to demand for myself and our other friends an honorary ambassadorship, so as to discover some decent pretext for leaving Rome.’ He is resigned to living in exile, at least for a time: ‘If there is a change for the better, we shall return to Rome; if there is no great change, we shall live on in exile.’

If Mark Antony hoped to step into Caesar’s shoes as leader, he was to be disappointed. Caesar had named his great nephew Octavian as his successor; and Caesar had already concentrated such power in his own hands that a return to the more democratic Roman Republic was impossible. Dictatorship-by-emperor was the future for the new Roman Empire.

Octavian’s first act was to declare the conspirators to be murderers. Civil war broke out between supporters of Julius and Octavian and their opponents. Brutus and Cassius fled to Greece, where they raised an army. But after they were defeated by the joint forces of Octavian and Mark Antony at the Battle of Philippi, both men committed suicide.


Letter from Decimus Brutus to Marcus Brutus and Cassius

… Being in these straits, I decided to demand for myself and our other friends an honorary ambassadorship, so as to discover some decent pretext for leaving Rome. This Hirtius has promised to obtain for me, and yet I have no confidence that he will so do, so insolent are these men, and so set on persecuting us. And even if they grant our request, it will not, I fancy, prevent us being declared public enemies or banned as outlaws in the near future.

‘What then,’ you say, ‘have you to suggest?’ Well, we must bow to fortune; I think we must get out of Italy and migrate to Rhodes, or somewhere or other; if there is a change for the better, we shall return to Rome; if there is no great change, we shall live on in exile; if it comes to the worst, we shall have recourse to the last means of defending ourselves.

It will perhaps occur to someone among you at this point to ask why we should wait for that last stage rather than make some strong effort at once? Because we have no center to rally around, except indeed Sextus Pompeius and Caecilius Bassus, who, it seems to me, are likely to be more firmly established when they have this news about Caesar. It will be time enough for us to join them when we have found out what their strength really is. On behalf of you and Cassius, I will make any engagement you wish me to make; in fact Hirtius insists upon my doing so.

I must ask you both to reply to my letter as soon as possible – because I have no doubt that Hirtius will inform me about these matters before the fourth hour – and let me know in your reply at what place we can meet, where you would like me to come.

Since my last conversation with Hirtius I have determined to ask for permission, while we are at Rome, to have a bodyguard at the public expense; but I do not expect they will grant us that privilege, because we shall raise a storm of unpopularity against them. Still I thought I should not refrain from demanding anything that I consider to be reasonable. …
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Vincenzo Camuccini’s 1844 painting of the murder of Julius Caesar held by the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna in Rome.





St Paul guides the principles of Christianity through his letters

(c. 50 AD)

Letters (or epistles) attributed to Paul the Apostle make up almost half the New Testament of the Bible – thirteen of its twenty-seven books. It’s a large body of work, and it built the Christian Church on the foundations of the four Gospels.

Paul was born during Jesus’ lifetime; in fact, the two men were of similar age. But Paul, then known as Saul, was a devout Jew, a Pharisee dedicated to the persecution of Christ’s followers. On the road to Damascus to arrest some Christians, not many years after Jesus Christ’s crucifixion, Paul was confronted by a vision of Christ who asked him, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ Saul replied, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ and Christ said, ‘I am Jesus whom you persecute.’

Paul was temporarily blinded by the experience, which is related in the New Testament book Acts of the Apostles. When he recovered his sight three days later, he converted at once to Christianity and travelled widely, spreading the Gospel and encouraging local Christians to form groups or churches together. His letters to these churches were intended to support and strengthen their faith. Paul’s advice, and his clarifications on matters of theology, have been guiding principles of Christianity ever since.

Paul’s theology focuses on Man’s redemption through Christ’s crucifixion – the idea that Christ died for our sins. Followers of Jesus were assured forgiveness and salvation at the end of time with Christ’s Second Coming. ‘For he who has died has been freed from sin,’ he wrote in his Letter to the Romans, ‘for sin shall not have dominion over you, for you are not under law but under grace.’

In the hope of this heavenly promise, Christians had a duty to set themselves apart from the sinful ways of the world. Paul argued that a higher moral standard and faith in Jesus were more important than blindly obeying the laws of the land. ‘We walk by faith, not by sight,’ he told the Christians at Corinth. ‘Do not be conformed to this world,’ he advised the Roman church, ‘but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.’

These are aspects of Christianity that we take for granted now, but it was Paul’s letters that defined them for the earliest Christians. Whether or not you count yourself a Christian, many of the principles that Paul laid out are universal. Behind many of them are a generosity of spirit and a simple love for one’s fellow man. In another letter to the Corinthians, Paul explains it beautifully:


‘Love is patient, love is kind, and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own [will], is not provoked, does not take into account a wrong suffered, does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.’


First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians

Chapter 13

1 Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.

2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.

3 And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing.

4 Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up,

5 Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil;

6 Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth;

7 Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.

8 Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away.

Paul’s Letter to the Romans

Chapter 13

1 Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.

2 Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation.

3 For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same:

4 For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.

5 Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake.

6 For this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God’s ministers, attending continually upon this very thing.

7 Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour.
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A painting of St Paul writing his epistles, attributed to the French painter Valentin de Boulogne and dated to c. 1618 to c. 1620.
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The Chester Beatty Library in Dublin holds this Egyptian find, an early copy of St Paul’s Letter to the Romans.





Tablets reveal details of life at the edge of the Roman Empire

(c. 100 AD)

In the 1970s, hundreds of letters were unearthed during an archaeological dig at Vindolanda, a Roman fort in the north of England. They were written in the last decade of the first century AD, and at the time they were the oldest examples of handwriting ever found in the United Kingdom.

Vindolanda was an uncomfortable posting for any Roman soldier. ‘Vindo’ comes from the same root as the modern English word ‘winter’. One of the most northerly outposts of the Roman Empire, it could be bitterly cold, and the high average rainfall of the region was compounded by the location of the fort on wet ground. To give themselves some insulation from the elements, the Romans took to covering the packed-earth floors of their barracks with a crude carpet of straw and moss.

Dropped items were easily lost in this tangle of fibres, which was frequently topped with fresh layers. It’s thanks to this damp environment that so many items have been preserved. The letters are written in ink on thin sheets of wood about the size of a postcard. All are in Latin: some are written in a previously unknown script, which has now been deciphered, and some are in a form of shorthand that has yet to be understood. Some are letters received at Vindolanda and others are drafts of letters sent out from there to other forts in the area and further south in Roman Britain.

Around 750 letters have so far been transcribed, and they paint a vivid and previously unseen picture of daily life in this little corner of Rome. The sheer volume indicates that literacy was much more widespread than had been assumed; the letters are by members of all ranks, not just the officer class, and indeed not only by members of the army. There are messages from shoemakers and plasterers as well as wagon mechanics and men in charge of the bathhouse.

One must have accompanied a parcel: it reads in part, ‘… I have sent (?) you … pairs of socks from Sattua, two pairs of sandals and two pairs of underpants.’ Another, from the wife of an officer in a neighbouring fort to the wife of one at Vindolanda, is an invitation to a birthday party:


‘Claudia Severa to her Lepidina, greetings. On 11 September, sister, for the day of the celebration of my birthday, I give you a warm invitation to make sure that you come to us, to make the day more enjoyable for me by your arrival, if you are present. Give my greetings to your Cerialis. My Aelius and my little son send him their greetings.’



Most of the letter has been dictated to a scribe, but Claudia Severa adds in her own hand at the end: ‘I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope to prosper and hail.’

It is one of the earliest pieces of Latin known to have been written by a woman.


[image: illustration]

Vindolanda was a Roman auxillary fort close to Hadrian’s Wall and occupied between 85 AD and around 370 AD. Two towers have been reconstructed at the site near the village of Bardon Mill in Northumberland.




[image: illustration]

Over 750 wooden tablets have been found at Vindolanda and more continue to be unearthed. They provide intimate details of everyday life in a Roman garrison, including the confirmation that Roman soldiers wore underpants (subligaria).




Birthday invitation from Claudia Severa to Sulpicia Lepidina

Claudia Severa to her Lepidina greetings. On 11 September, sister, for the day of the celebration of my birthday, I give you a warm invitation to make sure that you come to us, to make the day more enjoyable for me by your arrival, if you are present. Give my greetings to your Cerialis. My Aelius and my little son send him their greetings. (2nd hand) I shall expect you, sister. Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope to prosper, and hail. (Back, 1st hand)

To Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of Cerialis, from Severa.

Memorandum on fighting characteristics of Britons

… the Britons are unprotected by armour. There are very many cavalry. The cavalry do not use swords nor do the wretched Britons mount in order to throw javelins.





Pliny the Younger describes the eruption at Pompeii to Tacitus

(c. 106/107 AD)

Pliny the Younger (61–c107 AD) was a Roman lawyer and magistrate. Pliny the Elder was his uncle and a celebrated author. Both men experienced the eruption of Vesuvius, which buried Pompeii in 79 AD, and the nephew’s letters describing the events are history’s earliest eyewitness accounts.

How many letters must Roman lawyer Pliny the Younger have written in his life, for as many as 247 of them to have survived? He was a prolific correspondent, and historians value his insights into the life of imperial Rome. His letters to and from the emperor Trajan about the legal position of early Roman Christians are fascinating documents of their time.

Pliny the Younger’s father died when he was a boy, and he was raised in Rome by his uncle, whom he greatly admired. Pliny the Elder had a post in charge of the Roman naval fleet at Misenum, west of Naples. While the nephew and his mother were visiting the uncle in 79 AD, Mount Vesuvius on the other side of the Bay of Naples, began to erupt.

When Pliny the Elder heard that people were in danger, he set sail from Misenum with a fleet of light ships to rescue them from the shore below Vesuvius. Faced with the fear and panic of those around him when he arrived, he tried to soothe them by appearing unconcerned – coolly taking a bath, a meal and a nap. This delay to his return to Misenum was fatal. Almost trapped in his bedroom by falling debris, he escaped to the shore but was overcome by noxious fumes and fell down dead.
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FROM THE

PRIME MINISTER

10, Botuning 5|
Tlpitepa

T wish the "Salute the Soldier" Campaign
every success.

It provides an opportunity for the whole
nation to demonatrate the pride and
affection we all feel for the men in the
British Armies. During this year they
W11 be engaged in nearly every theatre
of war throughout the ¥orld in what we
hope may prove to be the decisive stages
in this great conflict.

T have mo doubt that through this Campaign
We shall proclaim once more the whole -
hearted devotion of the pecple of Great
Britain united {n support of those ideals
for which our men go out to fight.
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