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Introduction


 


‘Today I feel crisis-blasé. I am unmoved by what the beastly press says. I don’t believe a word of their reportage’


30 August 1939, four days before the outbreak of the Second World War.


 


At the start of 2020, I was deeply immersed in the Mass-Observation Archive. This extraordinary repository of ordinary people’s diaries, written for the most part during the Second World War, contains over a million pages’ worth of writing. These pieces of paper, whether pencil-scribbled scrap or meticulously typed letterhead, document every conceivable response to crisis, from bravery to cowardice, stoicism to panic, selfishness to selflessness. These accounts, merely academically interesting to me the year before, provoked in 2020 a new and mysterious feeling. I examined it for a while before reaching my verdict: déjà vu.


 


‘The modern world does not seem to care about lives being lost’ (1939)


 


‘It does seem that the Govt. do not take enough action in actually preventing the population from doing unnecessary travelling’ (1941)


‘Events are moving at an astonishing rate. I feel as if I am poised on a precipice, waiting for the signal to start off on the giddy plunge into “after the war”.’ (1945)


 


There, in words written over three-quarters of a century ago, were the same questions, pontifications, hopes and invectives that were crowding my social media feeds and pouring plaintively down my phone. They were utterly relatable, and in stark contrast to everything I thought I understood about life during the Second World War. Those years, which live on for many as the stuff of legend – rich pickings for novels and films, fridge magnets and motivational posters – are traditionally bathed in the golden glow of ‘Blitz Spirit’. This alleged wartime phenomenon has little space for twenty-first-century human frailties such as succumbing to unnecessary trips to the shops, or hugging your grandmother. We are used to hearing about ‘Blitz Spirit’ as a psychological bunting that festooned the national mind, a one-size-fits-all utility suit that the nation donned for The Duration, allowing every person to dig their way to victory with a song and a smile.


The diaries of Mass-Observation’s participants affirm what we should already know – that few people can indefinitely repress their thoughts, hopes and desires for a greater cause. Each of the voices preserved in the Archive offers resounding proof that the home front was a tableau of 46 million human beings. In reading their accounts we are reminded that, before August 1939, these were normal people living normal lives. They bought what they could afford and ate what they fancied. They planned careers and raised families. Most were free to go where they pleased, when they pleased.


The declaration of war in September 1939 heralded the beginning of six years of dizzying disruption. Once-tight-knit families found themselves at opposite ends of the country, and those who remained at home gave over lovingly tended lawns to vegetable patches and bomb shelters. Hopes and habits held for decades vanished as thousands ended their studies or cut short promising careers. Others put dreams of having a family or pursuing a quiet retirement on hold. The sacrifices they were asked to make were extraordinary in their breadth and variety, and came with absolutely no guarantee of winning.


The credibility of the grin-and-bear-it nature of Blitz Spirit is predicated on foreknowledge of an inevitable victory. This is what makes the testimonies held in the Mass-Observation Archive so valuable and so poignant – they are riddled with fear of defeat. These are lives experienced by the minute and the day, not the week or the year. The rawness of their stories challenges the potent forces of nostalgia and hindsight, both of which have conspired to distort our view of our national ability to deal with crisis.


Mass-Observation (or ‘MO’ as it was affectionately termed by its participants) was founded in 1937 with exactly that idea in mind – to tell a truer, fuller version of events than was available in the newspapers or recorded in the history books. The three men behind it were anthropologist and polymath Tom Harrisson, painter and film-maker Humphrey Jennings and poet and journalist Charles Madge. Their aim, which they laid out in a letter published in the New Statesman, was to create an ‘anthropology of ourselves’ – a study of the everyday lives of ordinary British people. From MO’s inception until the early 1950s, a variety of first- and second-hand observation schemes were carried out. Key among these was a volunteer group of around 500 people called the ‘National Panel of Diarists’. They came from all walks of life and almost every part of the UK, and submitted their personal diaries on a monthly basis from August 1939 onwards. Others replied to regular questionnaires called ‘Directives’, which elicited their opinions on the burning issues of the day, and the smouldering mundanities of their day-to-day lives.


Harrisson, who incidentally wore ‘ornithologist’ as one of his many hats, saw MO as ‘the study of Britons rather as if they were birds’. I have approached the diaries in that same spirit – not as a historian or anthropologist (for I have no claim to either title) but instead as an enthusiastic watcher of people and their behaviour. Just as there is often more pleasure to be found in watching blackbirds in the garden than parrots at the zoo, I have delighted in spotting the familiar. These moments, these frissons of connection between who we are now and who we were then, took on almost magical significance. As if bringing each person briefly back to life.


Reading someone else’s diary feels like a powerful gesture of solidarity, an affirmation that says: ‘I hear you, I recognise that you lived.’ The MO diaries are a window into hundreds of existences, each distinct, all valuable. Participation was optional and diarists were welcome to commit whatever amount of time they wished. Some wrote faithfully and continuously throughout the war (and occasionally for long after), others wrote in bursts that fell years apart. Some wrote once and never again. Some ignored the war and were preoccupied by the personal intricacies of their immediate circle. Others ignored their own lives entirely, seeing them, perhaps, as unimportant in the face of the grand sweep of the political or military landscape. Most, however, fall somewhere in between and chose to interweave accounts of their day-to-day lives with their thoughts and responses to the national and international situation.


In all of their voices, preserved by MO’s magnificent act of scholarly foresight, we hear a vibrant, discordant humanity and see the ordinary lives that must necessarily continue behind an extraordinary event. I hope it brings comfort to others, as it has to me, to realise that the idea of one ‘Blitz Spirit’ is as untruthful as it is patronising. In the face of chaos and tragedy we all do what we can to ‘get by’ – we are all dually significant and insignificant in the eyes of history.


A note on diarists


In constructing Blitz Spirit I’ve preserved the anonymity under which the Mass-Observation participants chose to write, and have duly reproduced each entry under the diarist’s assigned four-digit MO Archive number, adding – for the benefit of context – a note of their gender, profession and location.


That said, this book joins a long line of publications that have drawn from the Mass-Observation Archive, and I’ve inevitably stumbled upon voices I recognised from earlier books. This has been one of the great joys of the compilation process, akin to bumping into old friends in the street.


For those who are curious to explore beyond this book, I’ve included a list of these previously published diarists and the books in which their voices may be found in ‘Further Reading’.


A note on occupations and locations


It was not unusual for people to change jobs on multiple occasions throughout the war. This was due, in large part, to either necessity or increased opportunity. When an Observer changed occupation I have amended their title accordingly.


Some villages, towns and cities have changed counties since the 1940s. Where an Observer clearly stated their county throughout their diary I have preserved their labelling, even if it is now technically erroneous. Where their county went unstated by the Observer, I have employed my own labelling based on current designations.
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1. It’s a pity the war has come just now


August to December 1939
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‘A girl, nineteen, typist, sophisticated, said “It’s a pity the war has come just now, to spoil the best years of my life, just when I want to have a good time.” ’


 


 


In August’s Directive, Mass-Observation sends out a request for people to keep and submit personal diaries of what is then termed ‘The Crisis’. Within days ‘The Crisis’ had mutated into ‘The War’, and the voluntary Observers find themselves documenting the opening salvos of a global conflict – one that will last for six years and impact each and every person in an unprecedented number of ways.


 


On 3 September 1939, Britain declares war on Germany. Across the country sweeping measures are put in place to avoid loss of life: nightly blackouts are instituted, cinemas and theatres closed, hospitals cleared to make room for civilian casualties that are anticipated to reach into the tens of thousands. Almost a million vulnerable people are evacuated from cities into ‘safe areas’, where they are joined by hordes of ‘private’ evacuees, those with the financial means to relocate of their own accord. However, by the end of the year this all seems to be a fuss about nothing. No bombs have fallen, no invading armies have arrived, and the conflict has been largely confined to naval battles.


For those on the home front, the early months are defined by exceptionally rapid change and accompanying panic. Pre-emptive stockpiling (and the ensuing shortages) drive panic-buying. Many are relocated hundreds of miles from home – separated from parents, children, friends and family – and feel terribly displaced. For others the unfamiliarity of the situation is invigorating, with the war a welcome change from the months and years of uneasy peace that preceded it. But as 1939 hurries to a close with no sign of the promised dangers, many find themselves trying to get back to (or perhaps just drifting towards) normal life again. The public are at odds over what is the ‘correct’ behaviour and the right level of caution. Their scrutiny of each other is close and often merciless. For every person angered by a mother recalling her children from the countryside there is another irritated by being ordered to bring their gas mask to the theatre or livid at the thought of digging up a prize lawn for potatoes. The longer-term risks – Death by gas attack! Starvation! – feel perhaps too distant, or too terrible, to contemplate. Humour and stoicism are typical, thriving on the benign novelty of what will later be called ‘The Phoney War’.


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 27/08/39


A young fellow, apparently oblivious of the sea and sunshine is reading a Sunday paper, an article entitled, ‘What War Would Mean to You.’ Fool. I am on holiday. I try to dismiss the crisis. It breaks in on my thoughts. The landlord of the local inn has put up a large notice: DON’T GET THE JITTERS. DRINK MY BITTERS.


 


Diarist 5342, F, Housewife, London, 28/08/39


Situation seemed so critical this morning that I decided to dash up to town & get my hair done – it was overdue last week & I was pretty woolly. Told H. & he said ‘Why worry – can’t you go locally if there is a war?’ Know I shall which was why I determined to have one more decent cut & set.


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 30/08/39


Human nature can’t play up to large-scale tension like this for an indefinite period. Mass feelings, like individual ones, reach a limit. Today I feel crisis-blasé. I am unmoved by what the beastly press says. I don’t believe a word of their reportage, that is how I feel. I bought a News Chronicle this morning, read the serial, and threw it away. The feeling that Hitler’s got to talk seems more general. ‘If he had been intent on war,’ said a middle-aged woman, ‘he would have struck last weekend. But you know what I think, there’ll be a revolution in Germany. They won’t stand him. They aren’t all behind him.’ Several have voiced this opinion without suggesting how such a revolution would begin or who will start it. It seems a wish-fulfilment thought to me.


 


Diarist 5402, F, Retired Teacher, Kingsbury, London, 31/08/39


Aug 31 finds me in a sister’s bungalow in Bucks. News in the morning’s paper all seemed stale, 6 o’clock news, that evacuation is to start tomorrow, brings realisation of what this means tonight to parents, teachers & hostesses. For the first time (I am a semi-invalid) begin to wonder what I could do to help – think it just possible that I could mind or perhaps teach some children a few hours daily, & so relieve someone else.


 


Diarist 5399, F, Retired Nurse, Steyning, West Sussex, 31/08/39


Have had a letter from a woman in Luxembourg who has worked over here for five years. The woman for whom she has worked for years, has written to tell her that she is having two refugees in her house and will not want her. The woman had gone home on holiday. Her employer let her buy a return ticket and has given her no notice. My friend is coming back and has asked if she may come and stay until she can get another post. I said ‘Of course.’ Her employer, a man and wife, not old, and in good health (both of them) live in Angmering and have done all they can to get out of taking any children from evacuation areas. It is likely they are taking refugee women so as to be able to say they are full up, and incidentally they will get the housework done cheaply. There is a good deal of this selfishness among the middle class of retired people.


 


Diarist 5011, M, Clerk, London, 31/08/39


On leaving the cinema, we find that three newspaper sellers are doing a very brisk business, though their papers contain no further news than those their customers bought 3 hours before. But somehow it seems as though anything might have happened in the interval, it seems so long.


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 31/08/39


Hope existed until the moment we heard that tomorrow children are to be sent into the country. Evacuation; another word which has suddenly entered the plain man’s vocabulary. I had the feeling that such a step would not be taken unless ‘they were expecting it’. For the third time I had the feeling of last Sept, that queer mixture of fear and vague excitement, and a general inability to accept the wide consequences.


 


Diarist 5390, F, Shipping Firm Secretary, Glasgow, 01/09/39


At lunchtime I bought two small bottles of sal volatile.


This morning Mr. Mitchell said ‘Hoarding is now illegal. This will put an end to your little game.’ I said, ‘After war is declared I shall buy nothing, believing that the goods in the shops should go to those who are too poor to have laid in stocks already. Just at the moment I am hanging between two decisions, one that buying is patriotic foresight, and the other that it is a dirty form of hoarding.’


 


Diarist 5055, M, Teacher, Llandovery, Caernarvonshire, 01/09/39


Sermons in the school Chapel on Sundays last term always had a few remarks about the ‘terrible times’ in which we were living. This term started in the same way but for the last three Sundays we have had no mention of the war; sermons have reverted to type and deal with ‘temptations’, ‘animal lusts’ and the observance of the Church’s biddings for Lent. Oddly enough there has been no mention of rationing!


 


Diarist 5390, F, Shipping Firm Secretary, Glasgow, 02/09/39


Wireless on all the evening. If the youth of fifty years hence should ask me how I reacted to the tremendous events of today, I expect I shall ‘remember’ hanging on the announcer’s words. But the truth is I only listened with half an ear. I am desperately anxious to get our house arranged in such a way that we can best handle whatever may arise. For some time past I have been collecting big tins with tight-fitting lids, and I have been begging Mother to put all the groceries at present in cardboard boxes into tins, partly as a protection against mice, partly as a protection against damp, and partly as a protection against gas. Mother, who is a ‘Sunshine Susie’ does not expect any of these troubles.


 


Diarist 5340, F, Landed Gentry, Hatfield Peverel, Essex, 03/09/39


When [the evacuees] had gone I enjoyed the ‘silence singing softly backward’ until 11.15 when I had been told by the gardener an important announcement would be given out on the wireless. It would either be peace or war & anxiety increased as the time drew near. Then it was the latter. I stood up for God save the King & my little dog got out of her basket & stood beside me.


Diarist 5054, M, Tea Merchant, Walton-on-the-Naze, Essex, 03/09/39


At eleven o’clock this morning, Mr. Chamberlain announced that we were at war with Germany. Almost immediately after came an air-raid warning, which, although it was later proved to have been a false alarm, was disturbing by its suddenness. All that beautiful Sunday, we were practically confined indoors. Although over half a million persons have been evacuated from London by the government, quite as many have evacuated themselves, so that where I was looked amazingly empty. About the only persons remaining seem to be those concerned with A.R.P. A host of barrage balloons hovered overhead. Looking up one road, lined by trees on both sides, I counted thirty-two. Another alarm in the middle of the night, had us hurriedly downstairs in what clothes we could slip on. There we sat, quiet and half asleep, for fifteen minutes, until the all-clear sounded. As my family were going to the South coast, and I to the East, it was a sad farewell, for we could not tell when we would be together again.


 


Diarist 5425, F, Architectural Assistant, London, 03/09/39


Waited anxiously in morning for news. Heard that Govt had proclaimed State of War. Awful feeling of hopelessness so great that suggestion that we could help families from Fulham stranded in house next door came as a relief. Householders being away, 6 Mothers and 17 children (under 5 years) were parked there late last night as 8000 children landed in Woking with insufficient billets. Last night women had slept on the floor. My sister and I ransacked locked bedrooms, dragged out more mattresses and made more beds. Went for a walk on the common, a most beautiful, calm, peaceful day, impossible to believe horrors are taking place somewhere, a mood of incredulity, anxiety and yet light-heartedness for the beauty of the day filled us, and we speculated on everything that might happen and what the future would bring. In ordinary life one can be more or less certain of the inevitability of one day’s routine following another, but now . . .


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 03/09/39


Clearly the motive for citizens to join ARP posts was not prompted entirely by love of country. (I have done no ARP work myself, and I don’t want to belittle those who have sincerely given their time to do it). But an air-raid warden walking in one of our parks heard the news at eleven. At once he compelled all the children to go home at once if they hadn’t a gas mask. A misuse of power. Does he realise that the very thing we are about to fight is that misuse of power on a broader scale?


 


Diarist 5390, F, Shipping Firm Secretary, Glasgow, 03/09/39


Today is just like an ‘ordinary’ Sunday but somehow it is not an ‘ordinary’ Sunday. We have had our meals at the same time. I have finished clearing out the periodicals and spent quite a time on Mass-Observation. Then there has been the usual Sunday ironing and mending for tomorrow. It has been just like an ‘ordinary’ Sunday, but all the time there is the thought ‘This is the last of the ordinary Sundays.’


 


Diarist 5199, M, Railway Draughtsman, Wilmslow, Cheshire, 03/09/39


In Sale, women residents were angry at evacuated children being insufficient to go round! Along a certain road, the residents had agreed to take certain numbers of children. Half the road had been provided with their quotas, and then, alas, the flow of children ceased, and then – disappointment and anger!


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 05/09/39


Mrs B—, a medium, says she has been in touch with the spirit of Napoleon, who informed her that the war would last for sixty-one years. If I live I shall be eighty-six when peace comes. A leaden thought.


 


Diarist 5262, F, Artist, London, 09/09/39


Coming down we stopped at the village of Clee St. Margaret and asked a kind-looking woman for tea. It was really a small farm, – an ancient stone cottage with a byre and garden, and two sheepdogs lying on the lawn. While we waited for the kettle to boil on the wood fire, two children, 2 and 3½ came in. They were Londoners, speaking real Cockney without dental consonants, and were staying without their parents. The little boy was very pert and confiding, and sat on R’s knee and asked for what he wanted. The woman picked him up and kissed him absent-mindedly while she talked to us. He threw his arms around her neck, and she said placidly ‘Oh yes, he’s taken a fancy to me.’


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 11/09/39


A girl, nineteen, typist, sophisticated, said ‘it’s a pity the war has come just now, to spoil the best years of my life, just when I want to have a good time.’


 


Diarist 5007, M, Journalist, Horley, Surrey, 14/09/39


The nation seems to be divided into 2 camps. Those who lust for blood & glory & are joining up, and those who are carrying on as usual (or would if they hadn’t been sacked from their jobs by the thousand). The former seem to be no better than lowest animals, whereas the latter seem to be largely – tho’ not by any means entirely – apathetic. As someone said, the other day ‘sell the bloody Poles – the whole lot of them, who cares. And next year, sell the Rumanians. They’re no better than the Nazis, neither is the d— British Empire!’


 


Diarist 5434, F, Psychiatric Nurse, Gosforth, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 14/09/39


[I am keeping this diary] in order that in this war that began on Sept 3rd 1939 I might find some relief for the feelings I have about this terrible calamity & those I have about being in [Newcastle-upon-Tyne City Mental Hospital] at such a time (& also at any time).


 


Diarist 5402, F, Retired Teacher, Kingsbury, London, 19/09/39


My ten-year-old niece departed for Boarding school – after many tears. Wonder what effect the widespread break-up of family life will have on next generation?


 


Diarist 5376, F, Teacher, Burwash Weald, East Sussex, 26/09/39


We feel we have drawn a lucky one in the evacuee lottery, with nice parents, & we are really fond of her. Should be sorry to lose her & hate to risk possible new one.


 


Diarist 5315, F, Teacher, Taunton, Somerset (evacuated from London), 30/09/39


I ought to say that my physical reaction to the war was a light-headedness that made even ordinary duties accompanying evacuation, billeting, visiting foster-parents, keeping my own in reasonably good spirits a strain. I was continually afraid my head would fall forward, or that the ground wouldn’t be there at my next step. This still recurs.


That was probably partly responsible for a great feeling of unreality & an incapacity to coordinate the various parts of my life. I therefore felt I was a most unreliable observer.


 


Diarist 5163, M, Park Keeper, Eltham, London, 01/10/39


Churchill on the radio at 9-15 sums up the first month of the war. A fine cheering talk – Churchill at his best. His opinion of the Russian intervention: that she has scotched Germany’s drive to the Baltic and the Balkans; that Britain, France and herself have identical interests in keeping Germany out of South-East Europe seems to me logical and reasonable. He pats Italy on the back for remaining neutral and refers rather encouragingly to Italy’s defection and subsequent alliance with us in the last war. Winston is an orator. He’s worth all of ’em put together.


 


Diarist 5096, M, Retired Insurance Actuary, Edinburgh, 03/10/39


A letter from a friend living ten miles out of town describes the trials of those who have been burdened with evacuees. One lady went out for half an hour, on her return found that every drawer in the house had been emptied out on the floor and stirred about, another found a party of young men sitting round her polished dining room table careless of any marks they might make. The writer had a stormy interview with the Receiver as, owing to heart trouble she refused to take any children herself, a medical certificate had to be procured before she was exempted, happily the extreme quietness of country life and the absence of ‘the pictures’ caused the most turbulent to go home after a few days.


 


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 04/10/39


In bed. Try to imagine what I should do if there was an air raid. Should I stay in bed and risk a bomb coming through the ceiling or get up and risk catching a fresh chill? Eventually decided to stay in bed with head under the clothes of course. Do a crossword. One clue says; Hitler doesn’t like them. Four letters, the second letter E. I fill in ‘Reds’, but of course it’s wrong it should be ‘Jews’.


 


Diarist 5250, F, Actress, London, 05/10/39


Took a joint and a few groceries to an old man I met while I was doing social work last spring. He is a pensioner and does not draw it till Fridays so Thursday was a good day. He told me his son was forced to close his animal shop as he was not selling anything but bird seed. They had to get rid of budgerigars for about 2/- a pair.


Diarist 5242, F, Housewife, Swansea, Glamorgan, 06/10/39


The [A.R.P] lecturer-tester arrived expecting to have (no more than) 25 to test & there was between 50 and 60. The civilian response here is really marvellous and genuine. Among those taking the course of lectures, same time as myself were:- Head of grammar school, Head & teachers of other schools, secretary of secondary school, bank clerks, business Men, one young parson, several ladies who (like myself) wanted to do their bit & were getting down to it seriously. All were proud to wear their badge.


 


Diarist 5324, F, Garage Assistant, Snettisham, Norfolk, 07/10/39


I have slept in room with Mother since Father died & Mother has been threatening to move me into the spare bedroom all the summer owing to face powder being spilt on the carpet. Today she moved me because she said if a bomb hit her end of the house I might be saved up the other end. She says if we are spread out there might be one survivor to have the money left behind.


 


Diarist 5118, M, Surveyor’s Pupil, Trowbridge, Wiltshire, 10/10/39


Our neighbour has told us today that she will not keep her evacuee boys after she starts lighting fires & when it becomes too cold for them to stay out of the dining room. So much for her!


 


Diarist 5173, M, Chief Electrician, Blackburn, Lancashire, 13/10/39


What a tremendous effort the B.B.C has to make to keep the war alive. In the 9pm news the announcer asked the listeners to listen very carefully for a very important announcement and after a dramatic pause stated that Friday the 13th had proved an unlucky day for German U-boats as three had been reported sunk that day. I was in a room with six other adults and their only reaction was an audible intake of breath as though the tension had been relieved.


 


Diarist 5216, M, Research Chemist, Broxbourne, Hertfordshire, 14/10/39


On a sudden impulse I went to visit a friend who lives in Highbury, and had coffee with him after his lunch. His wife is a doctor, her practice has faded so she has agreed with another doctor to hand it over temporarily, and she has gone to a fresh practice in South Wales. Her husband, who was London agent for a New York publisher, has lost that job and is a L.C.C. Ambulance driver on the night shift. Their child, nearly a year old, is staying in Anglesey with her nurse and some cousins. A tragically scattered family, very closely knit as a rule.


 


Diarist 5366, F, Housewife, Little Wilbraham, Cambridgeshire (evacuated from London), 17/10/39


To Rectory afternoon for bandaging practice. The Rector’s wife amuses me rather. She speaks as if the village were going to be strewn with casualties in the near future.


 


Diarist 5278, F, Civil Servant, London, 19/10/39


We had a welcome hot meal and took tea up to my sitting room to listen to the German news in English; strongly worded attack on Churchill included. I have listened about a dozen times since the outbreak to this station; they sound mostly quite as reasonable and convincing as the BBC, so that I am more than ever wondering where TRUTH lies.


 


Diarist 5073, M, Printer, Durrington, West Sussex, 26/10/39


I have placed a copy of ‘Mein Kampf’ in a fairly prominent position on my shelves. The reactions of friends are rather interesting. Before the war broke out all who observed it expressed a mild interest, and suggested that perhaps they would borrow it some time. Since the war however I have had, from the same people such suggestions as ‘burn it’, ‘chuck it in the dustbin’ and the question ‘do you realise that you are assisting Hitler by contributing to royalties?’


 


Diarist 5035, M, Power Loom Turner, Huddersfield, West Yorkshire, 04/11/39


Across the way a door kept opening and letting out a flood of light, when all the assistants would chorus – ‘Shut that door!’


They seemed to be getting a lot of fun out of this. Walking past the poulteress, a voice in the dark was calling out, ‘nice rabbits’, which sounded very forlorn, and caused people to titter.


 


Diarist 5102, M, Student, Armagh, County Armagh, 06/11/39


A very quiet day. I worked at French all morning and afternoon. Flo received a letter from Eire from an old boyfriend. It was a pointless letter and it didn’t seem worth writing. I suggested to look under the stamp and see if it said ‘We are starving.’ We got quite hilarious over this and decided to put ‘We are starving’ under the stamp of our next letter to Helen.


 


Diarist 5312, F, Nursing Sister and Hospital Tutor, Chester, Cheshire, 11/11/39


This morning at lunch I was reminded that it is armistice-day. I said that I thought the whole ceremony was sheer mockery, for here we are at war again. I have thought for years that it should be dropped. If the ceremonies were not so military I should not mind so much. I spent a normal day on duty and a quiet evening knitting, reading etc. I heard the Queen’s speech and thought it quite good. The programme was good all the evening not too blatantly national. I think we should all try to think internationally, and there will be no real peace until we do.


 


Diarist 5420, F, Housewife, Birmingham, 13/11/39


Our shelter. This is us, now smile, it so expresses us that when I saw it, I burst out laughing.


 


[image: clip0003]


 


Diarist 5306, F, Housewife, Burnley, Lancashire, 13/11/39


Went to Cinema (film – The Four Feathers). The place was packed. Remember how popular the book was in the last war. This war feels more and more like a continuation of the last one. I think we felt more grief then at the loss of life. The modern world does not seem to care about lives being lost (3000 lost on the roads in two months).


Diarist 5228, M, Textile Warehouseman, Birmingham, 14/11/39


I have had a letter from my friend G in Derby. He tells me about the way the declaration of war affected one of his pals, V.


V rang him up and said he was clearing out, it wasn’t his war and what was there for him in London now that the bright lights had been removed. With 25/- on him and the parting words to his boss ‘I’m going out and may not be back for some time,’ (like Captain Oates) he just disappeared. G has heard nothing of him since. G thinks he has killed himself.


I think, ironically, there should be an official list of these, headed Killed in Inaction. However it is very easy to sneer at V and say he couldn’t take it. But it was his life.


 


Diarist 5396, F, Writer and Artist, Port Isaac, Cornwall (evacuated from London), 25/11/39


The Red Cross activities continue though they have now reached the stage when feuds are likely to develop and some petty jealousy has already been exhibited because one person was allowed to do all the cutting out.


And so it goes on dead and dull day after day, and from what I hear the B.E.F. feel nothing better at the Western Front — one mother reporting that her son was simply bored to death with being over in France with nothing to do. A war of ennui – as Hamburg so aptly put it.


 


Diarist 5269, F, Sanatorium Patient, Lymington, Hampshire, 26/11/39


I skim the paper & refrain from listening to any one of the News Bulletins. I know I’m playing ostrich & trying to forget the war is on. I stopped taking the Daily Worker because its ‘Stop the War’ policy only made me more doubtful than ever about the ‘rights & wrongs’ of our policy. I’ve thought over the pros & cons until I’m tired of it, & come to no decision, so now I try to shut my ears & eyes to news of the war.


 


Diarist 5396, F, Writer and Artist, Port Isaac, Cornwall (evacuated from London), 26/11/39


A wet windy day confined to the house when one curses from the bottom of one’s heart the war and its makers for exiling one far from one’s friends and interests. The only effect of the war that can be noticed today is the absence of the maid, whose marriage did come off a fortnight ago in spite of the bridegroom’s delinquencies, who has gone over to Saltash for the day to see her husband and incidentally to discuss the getting together of a small home.


 


Diarist 5054, M, Tea Merchant, Walton-on-the-Naze, Essex, 26/11/39


After nearly three months since the outbreak of war, the unanimous opinion seems to be, ‘This is a funny war.’ The contrast between these almost boringly uneventful days and the catastrophe which was expected to come swiftly and without warning, no doubt accounts for this. Except for some slight inconvenience, mainly to do with daily food requirements, the war has not come home to most people. In fact, some dealers in foodstuffs, and I am one, almost wish that it would come nearer home to some. I specialise in tea, and before the war supplied a better tea at the price than any in the district. Now, teas are drawn by ballot, and I have to take what I can get. For this ‘Service’ the government charges what amounts to 1¾d per lb. Consequently, my tea costs more and is not so good, and unfortunately many of my customers don’t appreciate the situation. I don’t altogether blame them.


 


Diarist 5205, M, Shop Assistant, Great Baddow, Essex, 29/11/39


Bought ten Christmas cards; my sister had already bought five. The cards are the conventional kind. I think they ought to have some bearing on the special circumstances in which we are living.


 


Diarist 5399, F, Retired Nurse, Steyning, West Sussex, 04/12/39


Terrible storm of rain and wind here last night. I felt very sorrowful thinking of the men at sea. WE grumble at the ‘blackout’ but what of the blackout at sea, with all the other war dangers to face? Saw the searchlights on around here on Friday. A wonderful sight. Must have been forty or fifty long white fingers stretching across the sky from all round the horizon. I don’t see how any plane could dodge them. Received an appeal for donation to Royal Alfred Seaman’s Home for disabled merchant seamen. Had to send what I could; we owe those men so much.


 


Diarist 5240, F, Teacher, Watford, Hertfordshire, 04/12/39


In the cinema showing ‘Confessions of a Nazi Spy’, children boo-ed heartily at a picture of Hitler.


 


Diarist 5396, F, Writer and Artist, Port Isaac, Cornwall, 05/12/39


In the light of what has happened it appears to me that it would have been a sound idea if people had had all the possibilities put before them before they were rushed into registering to have their children evacuated. Of course it is always easier to be wise after the event, but I think that parents should have been summoned to meetings presenting the case for evacuation to them – pointing out that it might be for no end, on the other hand that it might mean the difference between life and death for the children – also it should have been pointed out to them that the time the children would be away would be indefinite and that family life in the ordinary sense would be completely broken up for the time being – maybe even for years. Then after parents had been given the opportunity to consider the pros and cons of the case – it should have been put to the vote – and if evacuation had been decided against – and I’m not absolutely sure if it’s been a good thing myself, for it seems to me that the psychological disruption of evacuation may well be equal to the evils of living under war-conditions – then all the money that was spent on evacuation could quite well have been devoted to making schools safe and the building of adequate air-raid shelters.


 


Diarist 5121, M, Schoolboy, Manchester, 05/12/39


The relaxing of the rule about taking gas masks to entertainments is generally welcomed. ‘When you have other parcels, it’s such a bother’ was one comment I heard on the rule (from a domestic servant, female, about 25). People still don’t carry the mask because of a possible raid – the only motive is because it is impossible to do things without it. We are not war-conscious yet – which is I think on the whole good. But I was surprised when a relative (age 72, approx.) in the USA suggested in a letter received today that she might come over – it seems to me a crazy thing to do, but the Americans are even less conscious of the war than we are, I suppose.


 


Diarist 5262, F, Artist, London, 06/12/39


We were in a big pub in Chelsea, London’s Greenwich village, drinking with an artist friend of ours who has just got a commission to paint a maharajah. It was soon after opening time. The barmaid was reading about the invasion of Finland in the evening paper. The barman came in, putting on his white coat, and a large tabby cat immediately jumped off the counter, and ran up to him, mewing.
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