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For Martin Gilbert.
Friend and inspiration.


Introduction

In 2004 I was talking to Harry Patch who was to become the last British soldier to have fought on the Western Front in the Great War. He mentioned that in 1944 he was a maintenance engineer who worked on the camps in Devon occupied by several hundred American troops. He told me:

‘In the weeks before D-Day, the camps became utterly chocked with American soldiers. I knew the time and date of all movements in and out of every camp in this area, except for one, and that was D-Day, 6 June 1944, which had been kept secret by everyone. I went away on the evening of the 5th; everything was normal, camps full of Americans, everything as it should be. I came back in the morning and not a soldier was to be seen, they were gone. It was quite eerie. Fires in the camp’s ranges were still burning. There were urns of cocoa, coffee, tea, all hot. Cheese, butter, bacon, it was all there in the dining room, half-eaten meals on the table.’

His unusual story made me think of the consequences of having 180,000 men leave the UK without being able to tell anyone, even those close to them, that they were going and in many cases that they would not be returning. Armies are noisy and when they left, large areas of the UK, particularly the south became silent. Not only silent, but anxious, as everyone gathered around the wireless for news of the invasion. The United States and Canada also woke to the news that their servicemen, who in many cases had been in the UK for two years, were now fighting on the beaches of Normandy.

On D-Day 73,000 American, 61,715 British and 21,400 Canadians were transported by ships manned by close on 200,000 naval men. This, the largest amphibious invasion in the history of the world, was preceded by an airborne assault on vital inland targets by 24,000 Allied airborne troops.

This vast army of men left behind wives and families, loved ones and hundreds of children who had come to love and admire these strangers who had enriched their lives. The Silent Day is based on interviews and the occasional diary entry or letter from those who were left behind when this extraordinary force set forth to Normandy. In the words of the soldiers and civilians, we also hear of the months leading up to D-Day, the day itself as the men approached the beaches and made their first steps ashore under fire and of the returning wounded. The final part gives us the reflections of those involved in that momentous day.

These personal accounts follow wherever possible, the chronology of the events leading up to D-Day, but in the final chapter of the book the reflections of those who were involved have no date, for what they saw and felt would be with them the rest of their lives.

Throughout the book I have retained the American spelling for the personal accounts from servicemen and women from the USA.

Max Arthur

London 2014


Living with War: 1939–44: ‘We were not afraid because we didn’t understand what was happening.’

Ivor Fairbrother

CIVILIAN

Well, typical English people, most of them seemed to think, we’re in this war together and we’ve got to get on with it. And that was the feeling – we’re going to win – there was not ever any question of we were going to lose the war. We will beat the Germans. There was a sort of feeling of being together, more than what you do today; there was more family, more people seemed to look after people in those days because of the war. You could be sure of that.

Phyllis Calow

CIVILIAN

On 16 September 1939, two weeks after war broke out, we were married. Because we thought that bombs would be dropping immediately, we cancelled our honeymoon that was going to be at Brighton. We were managing fairly well, but a year after we were married he was called up. In January he was sent abroad, and I didn’t see him for four and a half years.

Tony Clemas

SCHOOLBOY

I was twelve in 1940. My first memory of the war was being sent to the shops with my elder sister, to buy blackout material to cover the windows. I was often woken at night by the air raid sirens. My mother, sister and I would go downstairs and sit behind the piano. My father and older sister were ARP wardens so they donned their steel helmets and arm bands and dashed to the ARP post, checking there were no lights showing in the street. They returned after the ‘all clear’ sounded but could be called out several times in one night. We could hear the German planes overhead; their engines had a distinctive note.

On another occasion I saw a British plane flying south with a parachutist dangling horizontally from the end of his harness. His parachute had caught on the tail-plane. We heard he was eventually dropped into Poole Harbour but sadly did not survive.

With a few of my school friends, I volunteered to be a Messenger. In the event of a raid, which cut telephone or electricity lines, we were to carry messages from the Town Clerks Office on our bicycles. I remember when we were walking by the river; we spotted a shell partly buried in the grass. We dug it out and took it to the Police Station. They told us we shouldn’t have touched it as it was still live.

Living on the edge of Salisbury Plain; surrounded by military camps, the town was always full of servicemen and women: Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders, Poles and, later, large numbers of Americans.

Peter Davies

SCHOOLBOY IN SWANSEA

At our home in Port Talbot, in Wales, when I was about nine years old I used to pile books up in our house and get behind them, make a small gap in the books, and pretend to be a sniper. All I had was a carved wooden gun. We never did it outside – perhaps we thought we might get arrested.

Caroline Le Maître

YOUNG CHILD

I was the first baby born in Bognor Regis during the war. When I was about five I used to play soldiers with my friend Peter, who was older than me. He had a fort which was full of American and British soldiers. He only allowed me to have German soldiers and every time I attacked his fort he made sure I lost. This happened every time we played. I got confused and when I saw a soldier on the street I became very frightened, because I didn’t know if he was an enemy or a friend.

Pat Glasby

SCHOOLGIRL

My mum was just coming along the road when the siren went. As the road was full of military transport she dived under the nearest truck. When the ‘all clear’ sounded she crawled out and a sergeant said to her, ‘Why did you climb under that truck? It is full of ammunition.’ She said, ‘Well, I had just collected my family’s one egg for the week and I wasn’t going to lose that!’

John Bowles

SCHOOLBOY

We were there as evacuees from the war’s dangerous places – London, Dover, Deal, and many other cities and towns targeted by the Luftwaffe. Sturminster Newton in Dorset was our little haven away from Hell and we loved its rolling hills, the meadows and woodlands.

The London children tended to look down on anyone not from ‘The Smoke’ and at first referred to most of us, particularly the local children, as ‘Swedes’, but after a short time we were all good mates and even the streetwise Londoners were beginning to sound like ‘Swedes’ too, and were developing a Dorset accent.

Brenda Paulding

SCHOOLGIRL

I was born at the end of August 1936. The most unforgettable memory of the Second World War was the telegram boy coming with the news of my only brother’s death in the invasion of Sicily. I was six years old at the time and as no one else was at home I went next door to get our neighbour as Mum had let out a tremendous wail of grief and I didn’t know what to do. This tragic event coming barely three months after the death of my eldest sister from TB was overwhelming. Dad was injured badly in the Great War yet despite injuries tried to work and was a sergeant in the Home Guard. I remember peeping under the curtains when his men were doing an exercise in our street, when I was supposed to be asleep.
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Around 1.9 million children gathered at rail stations in early September for evacuation, not knowing where they were going nor if they would be split from brothers and sisters.

One morning he came off HG duty and found Mum and I pinned under an iron bedstead caused by an air raid. During the war our back door was blown off three times by bomb blasts and Mum was once caught badly across her back by it; she also cut her arm badly when she slipped getting into our Anderson shelter during a raid.

When my sister was ill in hospital with TB she and other patients were moved from Harold Wood hospital to St Margaret’s Hospital at Epping to make room for people injured in the Blitz. Many years later I found that my husband Norman and his mother Winnie were among them following the destruction of their home at Walthamstow by a phosphorus bomb.

My uncle and aunt came south from Sunderland to escape the raids there but only stayed one night because they thought things were worse in the south. When the air raid warning sounded Mum took down the heavy brass candlesticks from the mantel shelf, and picked up a torch and the Fox’s glacier mints tin that held all our ration books and other vital paperwork, and shepherded us into the Anderson shelter. Once we had our own shelter in the garden we spent many a sunny day inside it singing songs from our sixpenny songbook.

I was evacuated three times, first aged three with Mum and some neighbours with young children to share a cottage on the east coast. We saw the first lifeboat rescues of the war on 10 September, as we children were having our first taste of seaside behind the barbed wire. Soon home again, as it was safer further from the action, but Mum had to care for Dad because his souvenirs of the Great War were a missing area of thigh and the results of being blinded and gassed. Oh, mustn’t forget his 2 per cent pension and care from University College Hospital, London, for the rest of his shortened life. Like most people he expected heavy bombing as practised in Spain earlier and took the crossbar out of the dining table to make a temporary shelter for me and my dolls at bedtime before the shelters arrived.

The second time I was evacuated I went to a Wiltshire village to live on a farm with four adults. I was four and started school there and walked the long way there to and fro alone. On Saturdays my nearest sister in age who lived with a young couple came to play and I cried bitterly when she had to go home again.

For my third evacuation I was billeted with the sister nearest in age with an elderly couple who had never had children. Overall they were very good to us but they would keep our good clothes for best meaning, of course, these were outgrown before outworn, which, especially in a time of shortages, was wasteful. Every lunchtime when we came home for a midday meal we had our hair combed looking for nits. On Fridays we went to the public baths and took our clean clothes in a parcel to be returned with our dirty laundry.

Ken Bowskill

SCHOOLBOY AND UNDERTAKER’S ASSISTANT

As monitor my job was to press a bell push indicating class change. One morning I pressed it and it got stuck; continued ringing meant an air raid was imminent. I was trying to explain to a teacher but was pushed by the rush into the back of the air raid shelter and it wasn’t until quite a while that the powers that be realised the bell was ringing and nobody was pushing the button. So we had a nice break from school work. A teacher found out how I’d made it stick and I was relieved of my duties!!

I went to work for an old Jewish undertaker making and carrying coffins. Very busy as the ‘blitzes’ were providing lots of ‘customers’. Employees used to be conned into staying on the premises at night on ‘Fire Watch’. One night I was on ‘duty’ and it was very cold so I found a warm spot, in a coffin. As it was a quiet night I fell asleep, only to be awakened by somebody yelling ‘Put that light out’ and a door being opened by the local Air Raid Warden. I popped my head up, the guy saw me, complete with shroud, and then he took off leaving a nasty smell. Apparently the curtains weren’t closed properly and a chink of light was showing!

Mrs Eager

CIVILIAN

The wireless was the chief mode of entertainment. Kimbells lovely restaurant and ballroom, in Southsea, gave a little luxury in the form of an orchestra, but alas, when the tea came, there were no handles on the cups, and they were very cracked, but it was expected and no one minded in the least. Bombers came over with a great roar, and we knew by the sound whether they were making for London or elsewhere. If they were for us we had little warning, other than the official siren. We then had to leave our supper and bolt for the shelter – a brick and cement building which we shared with the butcher next door. Each evening we tried to get our supper a little earlier to beat the siren, but Jerry beat us every time; and we became worn out, but so thankful to be alive.

The wharf was bombed and the whole width of the High Street at the bottom near the sea was a great wall of fire. We decided to leave, as we considered it to be a target area for more bombs, so we walked a quarter of a mile, to my sister-in-law’s house, my husband carrying the baby, and me carrying the bag of necessities including the great comforter – the knitting – but alas, I dropped the ball of wool in the High Street so I trailed it all the way to the house. Realising what I’d done, I stood in the porch and wound and wound and wound, hoping I’d have enough to finish the garment. Meanwhile, my husband had gone to the shelter with the baby, and moments later, he came back looking for me. Needless to say, I was in trouble.

Daniel Cox

SCHOOLBOY

I was awakened by a crash of gunfire, and saw through the window in the sky to the west a mass of orange-coloured lights, shells from the Bofors guns. With Elsie, I scrambled out in a hurry, called Ted and went outside, saw a plane caught in the searchlights with all the guns in the neighbourhood firing at it. It went out towards the East and, while watching it, I saw a ball of fire appear in the sky, drop slowly behind the trees and houses, and a soft red glow appear across the sky.

Whether it was a plane hit or a flare I know not. Later, another plane came over, this time travelling from east to west. Again, all the Bofors opened up and there was a wonderful pyrotechnic display. The plane could be seen quite clearly in the rays of the searchlights and while the barrage was at its height there was the swish of a bomb or two and the usual dull explosion.
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Sea spray breaks over a South Coast seafront wall on to a Bofors anti-aircraft gun crew, 1943.

Doreen Denning

SCHOOLGIRL

At home, we had a Morrison shelter; a table made out of steel, and my youngest sister and I slept underneath it at night. My two older sisters slept on the floor just outside and Mum and Dad in the front room. If the action got really noisy at night, everyone crawled in under the table. The windows were protected with shutters to stop glass breaking inside the room. It was a bit terrifying, but we all went to school next day.

Brian Bailey

ORPHAN

I loved the noise of falling shrapnel through trees. I collected much of the strange-looking material; the lines and markings are fascinating. My collection was my treasure. Sometimes it burnt my hands as I picked it up. When a nurse tipped my treasure out of the case because it was too heavy, I became very upset.

My first Dr Barnardo’s home was Babies Castle at Orpington in Kent. I remember being with a group of children and a nurse on a country walk and hearing the noise of aircraft chasing across the sky. We were told to lie down at the side of the road. The puff of exploding anti-aircraft shells in the air was, for us, exciting. When I heard the noise of shrapnel falling through the trees I jumped up and ran to collect it. The nurse chased after me and possibly saved me from injury or worse.

We were not afraid, because we as children did not understand what was happening. Germs and Germans meant the same thing to me. Wash your hands to get rid of them; which didn’t help, as we soon learned. The nurses came in the night, wrapped us in red blankets, and rushed us down to the shelters. I hoped that the germs would come more often so that I would be held close again. I used to annoy the nurse by persistently asking her to clip my fingernails for the same reason. One night it was very noisy. We apparently did not have the time to go to the shelters, because we were all told to lie under a row of tables in the dining hall. The thump and crashing of the bombs that night were even making the ground shake, which wasn’t very nice of those germs. I never forgot to wash my hands after that. It seems amusing now. I could not quite make the connection between washing my hands and germs in the sky though. Because of the increased intensity of the raids and being just south of London, the children were moved to safer parts of the country.

I was sent to Boy’s Garden City north of London, where a different war of sorts was fought. Bullying was never a problem for me personally. Strangely enough, I remember a couple of names, like the Sullivan brothers. The older of the two was the protector of the younger, who had stolen the braces of a boy whose name was Silver, but because Silver was afraid of the older Sullivan he didn’t know what to do. The day before, I had already fought him so the bruises were still sore. I challenged him about the braces and, because he was older and bigger, I collected a few more bruises. The braces, with the help of the person in charge, were returned. So I felt that I had won. Other boys, who had names like Frost, or Gold, were made fun of, which got me into more fights. They were my friends so I had no other option. I earned myself a bad name, and was moved to another home, which turned out to be either an administrative mistake or an experiment at my expense.

I found myself at a girls’ home, where I was forced to learn ballet dressed up as a girl. After much rehearsing, and feeling terrible pains in my feet because of having to dance on the front of the toes, and being made to wear a ballet dress, I more or less rebelled. One evening we were dancing for some people sitting on gold-coloured chairs. We came in through a door fluttering like swans and going round in circles: doing what all nice little ballerinas do. Then either my toes had had enough or I fluttered in the wrong direction, either accidentally or on purpose. That didn’t go down well!

I was one of three children who discovered a door that was not locked and, being curious, we went up into the attic. There was a small window that we opened, which wasn’t big enough for us to look out of together. After a bit of a struggle one fell out onto the concrete below. An unfriendly lady came up and was very angry with us. Sometime later a few of us were sliding down the back-stair banisters when a girl fell and broke her back. When the lady saw me standing at the top of the stairs I felt terrible and was punished again for just being there. I had a dormitory to myself and was sometimes locked in a cupboard. When I screamed to be let out, a plaster was put over my mouth. A couple of times I was bound in a women’s corset. Anyway, the unfriendly lady decided that she had had enough of me, so I was sent packing.

You can imagine the relief I felt when sent away to a foster home. Most of the grown-ups were kind. The country walks were a nice break from that strict unloving lady. Now I realise that she was probably a very unhappy, lonely person. Only God understands why. He doesn’t hate her, so why should I?

Eileen Greedy

SCHOOLGIRL

Growing up in the war was a fast-forward process. When the warning siren sounded and our parents said jump into the shelter, we jumped. Our shelter was an Anderson one. Like all our neighbours, we had them dug deep at the bottom of our gardens, at the backs of our houses. Living on one of the hills looking down into what we called the Cardiff basin, we were very lucky to escape the heavy bombing. When the ‘all clear’ sirens sounded, we had an excellent view of the aftermath in Cardiff. The fires and the arid stench of the choking smoke caught at our lungs.

It was only our Mama who used to join us in the shelter as Dad was an Air Raid Warden and we worried about him being outside in the night. Often the sight of our big, cuddly, much-loved Mama, struggling through the small opening of our shelter, clutching to her bosom a very old shabby school satchel, was too much.
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A young girl emerges safely from her Anderson shelter to face the devastation after a heavy night’s bombing.

She would never part with it and in a fit of giggles we would ask, ‘What have you got in there Mama?’ The stern answer always came, ‘Grown-up things, none of your business.’ Until one very heavy bombing attack, she answered, ‘In here are my marriage and your birth certificates and life insurance policies.’ At this we fell about laughing again and with a tear in her eye she joined in with us.

Lawrence Cooper

SCHOOLBOY

I was born and bred in Paignton, and so spent almost the whole of the war in the Torbay area. Looking back on my childhood I can remember a lot of things about the war, but my memories of 1944 are the most enduring. My family lived in a large old house on Huxtable Hill in Torquay – a leafy area between the station and the famous beauty spot of Cockington. There were my parents, myself, aged eight, and my younger brother, who was six. Our rambling old red stone semi was big enough to offer one room for billeting, and this was often taken up.

The year did not start very well for us, and early on we suffered some heavy raids in and around Torquay. I remember one very bad night raid, and we spent what seemed a very long time in the cellar. The party wall was of enormous thickness, and something like a priest hole had been cut out of it, and my mother put my brother and myself into this. One bomb must have just missed the house, as it fell in some open ground just to the east of us, and the blast took out every window in the house. I shall never forget the noise, the sounds of shattering glass, and Mother’s voice comforting us. We did not know where Father was at this time, as he was out on duty in both the ARP and the Home Guard!

From the very top of the house we could look out over Torbay towards Berry Head, so in June we had a very good view of part of the gathering Normandy invasion fleet which was to embark the US troops encamped in the surrounding area. At this time we had an American officer, Colonel Storey, billeted with us, and he would often bring colleagues for tea or coffee, and we became great friends. It was wonderful for my brother and I to have such contacts, and led to some spoiling, I suspect. Sweets and tinned foods were sent over by families back in the US, and this even continued long after the war was over.

Mrs Warren

CIVILIAN

I was married on 4 April 1942 at Windmill Hill. There was a raid on while the service took place. I don’t have any photographs of the occasion; they couldn’t get films then. I’d phoned up the Bristol Evening World and they promised to come, but an air raid sounded while we were in the church and when we got back home we phoned, but they were still on standby.

Betty Sargent

FACTORY WORKER

I was working at the cigarette factory when somebody came round and said, ‘Lingfield’s been bombed!’ Our forelady lived in Lingfield and told us not to worry, because we all wanted to go home. She phoned her mother, who said it was not too bad. My sister was out and the German planes were shooting – they came across low and they were shooting. One man had his little dog on his bike in a basket and they shot his dog. And my sister was running around a house to shelter and a bullet hit the wall and a piece of brick came out and hit her; she thought she’d been shot, you know. But no, we were very lucky.

The Jewish girls did knitting and we were fascinated because they did it completely differently to the way we did, and they were so quick. I shall never forget the jumpers they wore; they might be red at the front and blue at the back. I think it was so that instead of needing two jumpers they could turn it the other way around so that it appeared to be a different jumper.

Richard MacDonnell

SCHOOLBOY

The war was everywhere around us. Plymouth Airport was a fighter base, Glenholt Woods echoed to the sound of rifle fire, the roads were full of lorries, Jeeps and enormous DUKWs, and, somewhere ‘up there’ and effectively out of bounds to civilians, there was Dartmoor, which was one massive American Army camp. Long columns of marching soldiers filled the roads, Plymouth Sound swarmed with every type and size of vessel from tiny patrol boats to massive battleships and aircraft carriers, and Devonport was awash with sailors.

I was born in 1937, my brother in 1939, so the curious thing, to our young minds, wasn’t the war. War was normal; what was strange to us was this thing called ‘Peace’, which people talked about. We can’t have understood what they meant, though we may have vaguely absorbed that Peace would mean an end to rationing, and to us that meant just the one thing: limitless chocolates and sweets. That, too, was quite an alien thought to take in. We just wanted to live in this Heaven-on-Earth land of limitless sweets. Or so we thought.

Mrs Kelly

NURSE

While I was at Netley, we had lots of air raids. We were supposed to go to the air raid shelter, but we never did. I wasn’t scared then. Now, I would probably be under a bed or a shelter. I checked the shelters out and they looked like a tomb or something. I thought that if I’m going to go, I’m going to go. It wasn’t very good sense. Instead, we would turn our lights off in our rooms and watch the fireworks. We were surrounded by twin-barrel anti-aircraft guns, which fired at enemy planes, and the place really vibrated when they fired those guns. Of course, it made the patients real nervous. Some of them would get under their beds. But I guess I didn’t have sense enough to be afraid.

Anon

AUXILIARY TERRITORIAL SERVICE

The first uniforms did not arrive until six months later, just one hour before our first ceremonial parade. We did not know which was whose, so we quickly used safety pins to make them fit. There was no real time to clean the brass and we had to wear our shirts tucked into the most unbecoming, unfeminine, khaki bloomers, which we called ‘The Biggest Bloomers of All Time’. But we made that first parade, even though our feet bled after two hours of marching in the heavy shoes.

Amy

AUXILIARY TERRITORIAL SERVICE

I can remember the shock we had when they first came round with the drink. Washing up water? No, army soup!! That really turned our stomachs. Was this because the camp was still being run by men, we wondered? We were awakened at 6am the next day and lined up outside to be marched off to breakfast outside the barrack square. We then had to go and fetch our uniforms. What confusion. The stores were once again manned by men! The first counter we walked past had a sergeant standing by, sizing us up – literally. Small, medium or large were the only categories and we received a kit bag full of goodies according to the size he had given. When we got back to the barrack room to sort them, what a laugh! We first tried on everything as issued: bra, suspender belt – both in old-fashioned pink cotton and very coarse. Vests, khaki ‘silk’ locknit knickers with long elasticated legs – we called them jokingly our ‘Man Catchers’. The shirts came with separate collars and we were also issued with blue-striped flannelette pyjamas. Then an orgy of swapping started in an endeavour to get a reasonable fit for ourselves.

The incident I recall was after one regular monthly medical inspection that took place in the long Nissen hut with changing benches along one wall. We women were allowed to change in the privacy of the doctor’s office, but on one occasion we emerged straight into a line of men, absolutely starkers. We fled, but were ragged about it afterwards. In those days we were fairly innocent; the word sex hadn’t entered our vocabulary.

Anon

AUXILIARY TERRITORIAL SERVICE

While in company, women were submissive and accepted the role men expected them to play; in our barracks we were something completely different. We played dangerously and talked dirty. Men were an alien element, yet everything that we women desired. Getting enough sex was all part of the dare that the war represented for us women, because it allowed us to express our liberty and rebelliousness from the male-set archetypes of loving wife and mother that they had always tried to tie us to. This naturally brought women together, and, apart from the prim or religious ones – of which there were quite a few – it enabled women to talk about men.

Yet at the same time, because men were scarce, there was a great deal of competition between us, although we would talk freely about the men we had had. There was one particular working-class girl in our barrack room who always seemed to get as much as she wanted. We regarded her as a little prim, but she was always seen in company with a hulking man who must have weighed at least twenty stone, with such a huge behind that we used to call him ‘Elephant Arse’. After she had been going with him regularly for quite a while, the rest of us became increasingly curious as to why she should stick to such a fat-arse! So one night we got her into the barrack room after she had seen him and asked her what was so special about this giant. She replied in her broad northern accent, ‘Ooh, ah! You know it takes a big hammer to drive a big nail!’

Rosemary Moonen

FACTORY WORKER

We had to report to a certain diehard foreman. He surveyed us all grimly, gave each one a job to do, with the exception of yours truly. No doubt I looked nervous and scared. He ignored me, and as he turned to walk away, I said, ‘What shall I do?’ He turned towards me, and sneered. ‘Oh yes! We’ve forgotten sunshine here! What shall you do? Here! Take this’ – indicating a broom – ‘and sod around!’ With that he threw the broom at me and walked off. I was stung to humiliation. As time went on I found my niche and they discovered I could work a certain machine and get good results. I was then transferred to another department. Many of the men with whom I worked tried to date me, but as most of them were married, their wives and children evacuated, I declined all invitations. Even the foul language began to flow over my head, and the coarse jokes which prevail in factory life, I ignored.

Mary

CIVILIAN

As soon as my son was a year old I found someone to look after him so that I could do my bit for the war effort again. I became a riveter, using a hydraulic gun to seal the rivets holding the metal skin to the frame of the bomb doors. These were made in sections and joined together when they were put in the planes. There were about ten of us girls and we made the doors for a couple of planes each day. We worked from seven-thirty in the morning to five in the afternoon, with only a half-hour off for lunch. I was up every day at six to get the tram to take my baby boy, half asleep, to his daytime mother. I was too busy and tired to miss my husband much.

Anon

WOMEN’S LAND ARMY

After my boyfriend, who was a Polish pilot, was killed, I joined the Women’s Land Army. The life was quite strange at first. Each time I cleaned out the pigs, I brought up my breakfast! But as soon as I got over that, I made up my mind right from the start I was going to ‘make a go’ of this Land Army business, for who was I to grouse? I was lucky to be alive, not too far from home and with kindly country people. That boy just killed had been through hell to get here and he had always been cheerful and never groused. I was not going to let him down. I could take it – and take it I did.

[image: Image Missing]

A land army girl doing the job of a farmer while the men are away fighting, 1942.

During my service in the WLA I changed jobs several times between milking and general farm work on small and large farms. Then I worked with a gang of four girls going around Wiltshire farms with a steam engine and threshing tackle. It was hard and dirty work. In the spring and summer we did field work, hoeing and ‘singling’ root crops and spud picking. We were not always treated with respect by farmers, but we learned how to put up with that and throw back the appropriate remarks along with the piles of dung we had to spread over the land.

I worked with all kinds of folks, countrymen and women. Some of the womenfolk thought of the WLA as ‘tarts’ who were after their farmer husbands, but they got used to us in the end. I worked with gypsies and prisoners of war as well as quite a few younger women who had got out of Hitler’s Europe. One cannot forget any of these men and women. But for me it started with that young Polish man who taught me how to stand on my own two feet. Unfortunately he never knew it, but I have never forgotten him.

Connie Mark, born in Kingston, Jamaica

AUXILIARY TERRITORIAL SERVICE

Down in Kingston town, at a place they call Parade, they had two lists put up – a list of men reported missing and a list of men reported dead. And that list would go on and on – sometimes you’d go and you’d see the name of your cousin; you’d go back a few days later and see your friend’s brother reported dead.

So we damn well knew there was a war.


What the Americans thought of the War in Europe: ‘We had to step in.’

Lewis Bloom

28TH INFANTRY DIVISION


A great number of really fine Americans said, ‘Let’s not get involved, you know, let’s concern ourselves with our problems and besides, you know, the trains are running on time in Italy, and Mr Hitler is just a temporary thing. You know, good German common sense will bring back things.’

Samuel E. Blum

AMERICAN CIVILIAN

Of course what I sensed and felt was that England and France and the countries that could have stopped Hitler never did. You know, Munich is just one example, but there are others. They just never stood up to him; they let him get away with it. I sometimes feel that they said, ‘Let him go, the son of a bitch, he’s going to take care of Russia next.’

Frederick De Sieghardt

AMERICAN STUDENT

The country was divided. You have to remember that, in grade school, we were singing First World War troop songs, like ‘It’s A Long Way to Tipperary’. So we weren’t that far removed, nor were our parents, but there was a considerable feeling that we should stay out of it. Now, stimulating and encouraging that was the presence of the German-American Bund, an organization of ethnic Germans living in the States who, of course, were seeking to weaken any American resolve to enter the war. They were being fed from Germany with propaganda and seeking to identify themselves with good causes, even as the Klan has done at other times in this country. So, there was a divided attitude. England was not popular in this country, because they’d ‘never paid their war debt’ from the First World War and that was seen as, really, quite a serious lapse of, if nothing else, courtesy and good judgement on their part, to treat us that way.

William Kenneth Smith

28TH INFANTRY DIVISION


Some people, as in any case, were dead set against it, because we were still a very nationalistic-type country and they just thought it was going to draw us into the war, but other people, I think, realized that, you know, England really wasn’t going to survive unless somebody did something. They were an island and there was no way they could get supplies, unless there was some way to augment whatever they could do, and they didn’t have a lot of natural resources, through which they could sustain their manufacturing of military equipment.

Sergeant Elaine Bennett

CENTRAL POSTAL DIRECTORY BATTALION

I wanted to prove to myself, and maybe to the world, that we African-Americans would give what we had back to the United States as a confirmation that we were full-fledged citizens.

Lee Eli Barr


EIGHTH AIR FORCE, 306TH BOMB GROUP


I think the news had come through about people being marched into a death house, and that was awful. I tell you, I’m glad I wasn’t able to see one. I don’t think I would have been able to stand it.

Walter Denise

AMERICAN ARMED FORCES

I thought that we should’ve been involved, in a way, because we knew that England was going to be overrun. Then we realized this has gone too far. A lot of innocent people were being killed, you know, with the Germans’ aggressiveness. And, you know, you look back at the whole thing, at that stage of when they had just taken over France, taken Paris: then they took on England and Russia. They could’ve taken the whole world on. I mean they were that much of a threat. I think in many respects good wins out. Evil can’t succeed forever.

Raymond Bodnar

7TH INFANTRY DIVISION


They felt that if England went, we would be next. The Germans would be powerful enough, even though they didn’t have a big navy, to threaten us, or be able to invade Greenland, and, maybe, exercise air activity against us. We heard that kind of discussion.

Robert H. Zeliff

AMERICAN ARMED FORCES

Well, I think everybody here, and I think this was sort of the mood of the country, to a degree, is that we just sort of hoped that we weren’t going to get involved. FDR had other thoughts in mind. One way or another, he was going to get us involved in that war.

We had this lend-lease program, before the war started, where we provided a lot of significant help to Britain, but, of course, there were a lot of active pacifists. Charles Lindbergh, essentially, is a classic example of those, but there were a lot of other people who weren’t, you know, active, and the common citizenry just sort of hoped that it wasn’t going to happen. But just like somebody turned on a switch, we had Pearl Harbor and that was it.

England could not have lasted without our help. We had to step in. The job that this country did in arming itself just boggles the mind. They had the war effort geared up but how in the world did we do it so quickly?

Richard E. McKeeby

AMERICAN SCHOOLBOY

Myself as a child, I remember very well my family sitting around the radio listening to the news about the United States and in those days the Japs and Germans. I remember my father reading V-mail letters to us, saving tin cans and crushing them with a sledgehammer in our basement to be used for guns and tanks, and also gathering scrap iron for the war effort, and going with my father to Route 206 traffic light, to turn it off for blackouts. My father was a civil defence volunteer and wore the CD armband. The top part of the headlights had to be painted black on all cars. We had to turn off all the lights in our house whenever there was a blackout, and us kids had to sit still, make no noise during a blackout. My mother suspected our neighbours, who had a German name, of being spies, and she always thought they had a secret radio in their attic. I remember the state trooper raids on the German Bund camp at Lake Iliff, which is also in Sussex County. I remember seeing all the ‘loose talk’ signs all over town, and the war bond posters and the ‘Uncle Sam Needs You’ posters. I remember the army convoys coming up and down Route 206 past our home and going to and from Grand Central Station, after they’d been on furlough. I remember crying and wondering if it would have to be the last time I ever saw them.

After my brother was killed, I saw my mom crying, and it was made worse for me when I saw my father cry because it’s tougher than seeing your mother cry. So, by the time of D-Day, when we found out about his death, I was probably nine or ten years old.

If we ever heard a plane we would wonder if bombs were going to drop. As a child, of course, you know your mind really goes wild with that kind of stuff. I just wondered if there was going to come a marching army and take our house away, or shoot us.

I really didn’t understand it. I just knew who Hitler was and he was a bad person, and people somehow followed him. I couldn’t understand why people like us, with the blond hair and blue eyes, were doing this to each other.

Nancy Potter

AMERICAN HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT

I was living on a farm in eastern Connecticut. I was very aware that the war was going on in England because I had an English pen pal. People grew up early in those days. My pen pal was in an air raid shelter in London, and she would write letters about the war. During two bad winters, she spent almost every other evening in the air raid shelter.

I was standing on the stairs when the Pearl Harbor announcement was made on the particular day, and the declaration of war followed very suddenly. I can remember looking down at the carpet and thinking life would never be the same again.

I was then in high school, and there was a belief that we were all going to be involved. The junior and senior classes were convinced that not only the men would be, but also women, too.

I had several friends in my college class who were in the service. Almost immediately, there were two young men, who were freshmen, who left after a month. Both disappeared. They were shot down on a military flight over the North Atlantic.

I did work as a volunteer in a hospital in Boston to relieve civilian nurses. We were very convinced that everyone ought to be tremendously involved in the war effort. I enjoyed the hospital volunteering, but I found the experience absolutely terrifying. I had been sheltered, and I had not realized that there was as much pain and misery in the world. The hospitals were very short staffed and it seemed to me that there was always too much to do. I think the responsibility was really too much for me at that age.

The war was always portrayed as winnable, but important, popular and fought for a just reason. The newsreels were extremely manipulative. We were taught to be more than scornful of our enemies: the Germans and the Japanese. Our enemies were portrayed as dangerous, inhuman, uncivilized and unworthy of any sympathy. The Americans and Allies were portrayed as radiant, good, decent, honorable and always fighting valiantly. It took me many years to see this manipulation. All of us went to the movies, partially to see these newsreels since there was no television and newsprint was quite censored; we had the belief that if we saw something there that we would see it in a more intense dimension. Since we knew servicemen who were flying or were out on ships, we knew that the newsprint news was not accurate. We received letters from people which were censored and we knew that there was another side. We were all very greedy for the news.

I think all of our patterns of life, particularly our romances, our attitudes towards objects, our attitudes towards the future, and our attitude towards education – all had to do with the war. I cannot imagine a day that I spent from the time I was fourteen until I was nineteen when I wasn’t aware of the war for a good part of the day, and it had an impact on everything that I chose to do. There was no point at which, except for being asleep, that I wasn’t aware of the war because I had a great number of friends who died.

I had one college classmate whose fraternal twin died. After she got the message, we just simply sat through the entire night trying to think of things to say to her, and we couldn’t come up with anything very extraordinary.

I can also remember coming home from lunch one day into my dormitory room; my mother had sent me a letter, and out of it fell an obituary of a young man who died fighting the Japanese. The report of his death had happened a good two weeks before his family heard about it, three weeks before it was in the newspaper, and a month before I heard about it. It was absolutely terrifying. This was happening all the time. It did have a great impact on our lives.

I exchanged mail with several young men who had been in high school classes. Every time you went to a Buddies Club, there would be billboards with names of service men who needed to be written to. We were constantly writing letters. This was considered to be an absolutely essential activity to boost morale.

I never doubted that the war was for a good cause. We talked about the cause a great deal. We believed rather simply that the American involvement in the European theater was an attempt to free those parts of Europe that had been overrun by the Axis forces that had annexed Austria, Poland and France and were busy trying to overrun Russia.

I had actually read Mein Kampf and hated it. I saw it as more than distressing – it was dangerous. I didn’t see how Nazism could be stopped except by the massive military effort.

Jerry Shuman


SECOND AIR DIVISION OF THE 8TH AIR FORCE


I always thought that everybody was being pushed to learn faster and be faster and get it done. You have to understand the way the country’s mentality was. We wanted to get the best possible army overseas fighting, as soon as possible, because the people in England were holding on by a thread.

Gertrude LaVigne

AFRICAN-AMERICAN SOLDIER

We had classes in military organization, how to salute, how to march. ‘Take thirty steps,’ barked the drill sergeant. ‘Fall in! Dress right! Fall out! Dress right dress! Clean the latrine! Polish the shoes! Make the cot! Police the area! Reveille! Retreat! Mess call! Mail call! Straighten those shoulders! Belly in! Hup two, three! Whatever made you bloody women think you could be soldiers?’

Commanding Officer Barbara Gwynne

WOMEN’S ARMY CORPS DETACHMENT AT STARK GENERAL HOSPITAL IN CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

I had been in England in ’37 and was much surprised to see all these factories going day and night, and so I asked someone over there what was going on, and they said, ‘We’re getting prepared for war.’ I was stunned, of course, but I followed what was going on. In September ’39, when England declared war on Hitler, I was prepared for it, but this country wasn’t really prepared. Once the war had started, I knew that since I lived on the east coast and was near Europe, we would have to go in and help. I think all of us were terrified of Hitler. I mean, he’d gone booming through all of Europe, just doing whatever he wanted to do, attacking and signing agreements that he never lived up to.

Pearl Harbor was attacked on 7 December 1941 and on 8 December 1941 the United States declared war on Japan, then on Germany and Italy on 11 December.
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