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      Introduction

      
      ‘SIEG HEIL!’ ‘Sieg Heil!’ ‘Sieg Heil!’ Hitler stood before his acolytes, smirking contentedly at their chants of adulation.
         Another rally, another taunt at the British. Here in Berlin he had a special message for those defiant little Islanders. He
         surveyed the throng of nurses and social workers gathered before him and gestured for silence. ‘In England they’re filled
         with curiosity and keep asking, “Why doesn’t he come?”’ The crowd murmured as Hitler paused. ‘Be calm, be calm,’ he continued.
         ‘He’s coming! He’s coming! When the British Air Force drops two or three thousand kilograms of bombs, then we will in one
         night drop 150, 250, 300 or 400 thousand kilograms. When they declare that they will increase their attacks on our cities,
         then we will raze their cities.’
      

      
      Three days later Hitler fulfilled his promise. Three hundred and fifty German bombers, escorted by 600 fighters, blotted out
         the warm September sun as they came up the Thames Estuary. They were 2 miles high and the head of the force stretched across
         20 miles. At 5 p.m. the bombs began to fall. On Woolwich Arsenal, the country’s largest munitions factory, and then on the
         docks that proliferated along the banks of the Thames. But this was a day not just for military and industrial targets, this
         was a special day. Saturday 7 September 1940 was the day Hitler had chosen to launch his attack on the British people. This was the beginning of the Blitz. Bombs spewed out of aircraft and fell with murderous intensity on London’s East
         End. People in the boroughs of East Ham and West Ham, in Stepney, in Poplar and in Whitechapel died easily in the late summer
         sunshine. There were 430 dead as night edged in, and elsewhere across London people watched with bemusement: why, they asked
         each other, was the sun setting in the east as well as the west? The fires guided in the second wave of German bombers at
         8 p.m. When dawn broke on Sunday 8 September, 400 more were dead.
      

      
      THE British had been expecting the Blitz, the ‘Knockout Blow’, for a long time. Way back in 1937 an Air Raid Wardens’ service
         had been formed. The following year the Government distributed a pamphlet asking for another 30,000 people to join the 150,000
         volunteers already in the Air Raid Precaution (ARP). They were after ‘Men over 30 and women over 18 who by reason of their
         experience or occupation or their position in social or public life, possess standing or influence in the immediate neighbourhood
         of their homes. Telephone desirable but not essential.’
      

      
      A few months later the Civil Defence was mobilized as Hitler demanded Czechoslovakia. In the days before Chamberlain appeased
         the Nazis, the spectre of war had galvanized half a million more Britons into volunteering for the Civil Defence. The newcomers
         were put to work at once, digging trench shelters in parks, building brick street shelters and sandbagging important buildings.
         At the same time barrage balloons, silvery like sardines, were winched up over London, and 38 million gas masks were handed
         out. (A gas attack was what the people feared most, having learned of its horrors from veterans of the Western Front.)
      

      
      Eleven months later, on 24 August 1939, the Civil Defence were primed for action as Germany eyed up Poland. On Friday 1 September
         they invaded and Britain’s Civil Defence, 1.5 million men and women strong, was once more mobilized. As well as Air Raid Wardens,
         there were auxiliary firemen and women, auxiliary ambulance drivers and reserve policemen. Middle-aged women joined the Women’s
         Voluntary Service (WVS) and helped in the evacuation of children and the provision of food to the Civil Defence.
      

      
      As London’s children were evacuated a handbook was sent to each family by the Ministry of Home Security entitled Air Raids – what you must know, what you must do. The information provided was basic and banal and it most certainly did not include the Air Staff’s conclusions about the
         capability of the German Luftwaffe, which, in light of their performance in the Spanish Civil War, had surmised that 800 German
         aircraft were capable of dropping 950 tons of high explosives on Britain per day. It therefore seemed likely, the Air Staff
         concluded, that in the first six months of a war 600,000 Britons would be killed in air raids and another 1,200,000 wounded.
         Plans were discussed about the best way of disposing of the dead, proposals including mass burials in lime pits and the dumping
         of bodies in the sea. On the forecourt of Victoria Station a tower with a loudspeaker had been constructed so that when the
         expected hordes of panicked Londoners descended with the intention of fleeing to the country they could be controlled with
         greater efficiency.
      

      
      But the German planes didn’t show up. When the air raid sirens over London sounded on Sunday 3 September, just hours after
         Britain’s declaration of war on Germany, it turned out to be a false alarm; nothing more than a disorientated French aircraft.
         Instead the ‘Phoney War’ began. To some it came to be known as the ‘Sitzkrieg’, for others it was the ‘Bore War’. It wasn’t
         long before the Civil Defence, particularly the 400,000 full-timers, were being derided in the Press. They were busybodies
         whose only purpose seemed to be enforcing the blackout every night. At first people hurled abuse at the wardens in the street, then words were replaced by boots and fists. Responding to the criticism, the Government pared their numbers and
         by the end of 1939 there were only 200,000 full-time personnel in the Civil Defence.
      

      
      The arrival of 1940 brought nothing new. The London-based journalist, Molly Panter-Downes, wrote in the New Yorker that it had been a ‘war of yawns’ for the capital’s Civil Defence. ‘They spend their nights playing cards, taking cat naps and
         practically yearning for a short air raid.’ By late spring of that year most evacuees had returned to London, but the ravaging
         of the Low Countries by Germany in May sparked a fresh exodus. In six days 180 trains left the capital carrying 100,000 children
         out of the putative danger zone. Holland and Belgium fell, then France. The British Expeditionary Force was plucked from Dunkirk
         and the country girded its loins for invasion. But the battle for Britain was fought in the air, not on the beaches.
      

      
      On 30 June, Colonel General Jodl, Chief of the Armed Forces Command Staff, issued a memorandum called ‘The Continuation of
         War against England’.
      

      
      
         If political methods should fail to achieve their object, England’s will to resist must be broken by force:

         a) by attacks upon the English homeland

         b) by an extension of the war peripherally.

         So far as (a) is concerned, there are three possibilities:

         (1) Siege. This includes attack by land and sea against all incoming and outgoing traffic. Attack on the English air arm and
            on the country’s war economy and its sources as a whole.
         

         (2) Terror attacks against the English centres of population.

         (3) Invasions with the purpose of occupying England.

         The final victory of Germany over England is now only a question of time. Offensive enemy operations on a large scale are
            no longer a possibility.
         

      

      
      But throughout high summer Hermann Goering’s Luftwaffe tried to pummel the RAF into submission. On 15 August, the day known
         as Adlertag, the Germans launched their biggest attack yet, but it was a failure. Seventy-five aircraft were shot down (not the 182 claimed
         by the British). They reappeared three days later but were repelled once more. Thick cloud prevented further assaults until
         24 August. Portsmouth was bombed. One hundred died, the heaviest civilian casualties suffered by Britain so far. On the same
         evening a horde of German bombers took off from France to attack oil refineries and factories in southern England. Several
         aircraft lost their way over the blacked-out landscape and dropped their bombs on central London. Churchill demanded an eye
         for an eye and the next night forty-three RAF bombers hit Berlin. The raid achieved little, other than to incur the wrath
         of Hitler. For months he had ordered that London be left alone until the day before the invasion of England began; then the
         Luftwaffe was to submerge the capital in bombs and ‘cause the population to flee from the city and block the roads’. Churchill’s
         impertinence in attacking Germany infuriated Hitler. For the next few days and nights the RAF continued their assaults which,
         although largely ineffectual, were hugely embarrassing for the Fuehrer who had promised his people immunity from attack.
      

      
      On 28 August RAF bombs killed a number of Berliners. Hitler’s reprisals came quickly, with four innocuous raids on Liverpool
         on the last nights of August. But at the start of September he oversaw a fundamental shift in German strategy.
      

      
      Since 24 August the Luftwaffe had concentrated its fury on the RAF’s Fighter Command airfields. Six of the seven sector stations
         had been bombed to the point of oblivion. After weeks of heroic resistance the RAF was on its knees. On 4 September, the day
         Hitler addressed the rally of nurses and social workers in Berlin, the RAF lost nearly three hundred aircraft and one hundred
         of its pilots. Factories couldn’t produce enough new planes and the replacement pilots were horribly raw. If the onslaught
         continued for another week, the Battle of Britain would go the way of Germany. Faced with such a parlous situation Air Chief
         Marshal Dowding ordered his pilots – hitherto more belligerent than their German adversaries – to avoid contact if at all
         possible.
      

      
      The Luftwaffe knew they were hurting the RAF but they had no idea the pain was so great; rather they were growing ever more
         alarmed at their own casualties. In two weeks a hundred of their twin-engine bombers and two hundred fighters had been shot
         down. Scores more had limped back to their base with extensive damage that necessitated lengthy repairs.
      

      
      A blitz on London would meet both Hitler’s and the Luftwaffe’s requirements. Hitler would have his retribution and the Luftwaffe
         would have a glorious opportunity to finish off the inferior numbers of the RAF once and for all as they scrambled to meet
         the threat.
      

      
      The final consideration was the weather. The perennial obsession of the British had for the last few weeks obsessed the German
         High Command. The navy had informed them that 21 September was the last day in that month when conditions would permit a seaborne
         invasion. Failing that, the weather could not be relied upon until the spring of 1941. As it was judged that any invasion
         fleet would need ten days from the day of the decision to invade to actual embarkation, 11 September was the cut-off date
         for the mobilization of Operation Sealion. On 6 September Hitler gave permission for the first major air raid on London. Twenty-four
         hours later 950 Luftwaffe aircraft took off from their French airfields to bomb London. As they crossed the Channel on Saturday afternoon, 2 miles up in the sky and covering 800 square miles, Goering waved them on their way from the
         cliff tops of Cap Blanc Nez.
      

      
      BY 11 September, London’s population had been sheared by the Luftwaffe. Hundreds were dead, but it was defiance not defeat
         that infused their blood. In Stepney somebody stepped over the corpses and the rubble and on a wall scrawled a message to
         Hitler: ‘England for ever. Keep smiling. He may get us up. But he’ll never get us down.’
      

      
      Hitler decided to give his air force more time to annihilate the RAF and the deadline of 11 September was extended. Churchill
         braced his people for another onslaught by appealing to the Briton’s traditional love of the underdog. The next week, he told
         them, would be a momentous one in British history, worthy of comparison ‘with the days when the Spanish Armada was approaching
         the Channel, and Drake was finishing his game of bowls; or when Nelson stood between us and Napoleon’s Grand Army at Boulogne’.
      

      
      The decisive day was 15 September. More than fifty German aircraft were shot down on their way to bomb London; the numbers
         weren’t particularly significant, but the morale of the survivors was damaged. They had been assured that the RAF was terminally
         ill, but it was clear that far from being in their death throes the British pilots were in rude health. Two days later Hitler
         postponed the invasion.
      

      
      The heavy daylight raids continued for the rest of the month. Crucially, the Germans attacked not just the poor East End of
         London but the more affluent central and western boroughs. If they had stuck to the working-class heartlands who knows what
         reaction they might have provoked in areas already seething with social injustice. ‘If only the Germans had had the sense
         not to bomb west of London Bridge,’ Clement Attlee told Harold Nicolson, ‘there might have been a revolution in this country. As it is, they have smashed about Bond St and Park Lane and readjusted the balance.’
      

      
      In early October the Luftwaffe stopped daylight raids and began bombing exclusively at night. Londoners started to lead two
         separate lives; the quite routine of 9 to 5 and the terror that came with the dusk. Any possible invasion was out of the question
         for at least six months, but the raids continued because Hitler wanted to spread defeatism and demoralization in London, and
         because he enjoyed killing people.
      

      
      LONDON’S first respite since 7 September was 3 November, when the weather was too filthy even for the Luftwaffe. Little wonder
         that the US Ambassador had notified his government that in his opinion Britain wouldn’t survive much longer. Around this moment,
         the American magazine Time ran an article entitled ‘The Legacy of Britain’. Londoners scoffed at the headline; so did Churchill. He had never any doubt
         that the capital would survive. ‘I was glad that, if any of our cities were to be attacked, the brunt should fall on London,’
         he wrote in his war memoirs eight years later. ‘London was like some huge prehistoric animal, capable of enduring terrible
         injuries, mangled and bleeding from many wounds, and yet preserving its life and movement.’
      

      
      On 14 November the Luftwaffe took the Blitz to the rest of the country. Coventry was first but over the next few months most
         large ports and cities in Britain were targeted, or ‘Coventrated’ as the Germans jeered over the airwaves. Some of the ordnance
         being dropped on their heads, Lord Haw-Haw gloated, had been left behind in France by the RAF six months earlier. The Luftwaffe
         was ‘returning it’.
      

      
      London was hit hard again on 8 December. A Christmas truce, brokered by the German Embassy in Washington, ended on 29 December
         when the City was firebombed and 163 killed. That took London’s death toll since 7 September to 13,339, with 51,693 wounded.
      

      
      Death had long since lost its sting at the start of 1941. Londoners had become inured to most things, be it a baby sucked
         out of a house by the blast of a bomb, its brain dashed out on the road, or the Air Raid Wardens who scoured bomb sites collecting
         body parts in sacks for possible identification at the mortuary.
      

      
      THERE was another heavy raid on 11 January, then a little era of peace. It ended on 8 March, when 125 aircraft attacked London,
         ninety-four aircraft decorating the city with their bombs on the following day. They were back on 15 and 19 March. A lull
         for a month, giving time for the daffodils to appear and the cheering smell of spring to lift the city’s spirits. Then on
         16 April the largest force of bombers yet seen, 685, laid waste to London in what came to be remembered as ‘the Wednesday’
         raid. One thousand were killed. Worse was to come three days later, ‘the Saturday’, when 712 planes mounted a reprisal raid
         for an RAF attack on Berlin. The number of dead exceeded Wednesday’s tally by 200. Never had number crunching been so grim.
         The 1,200 added to the existing total brought London’s fatalities since September to more than 16,000, with another 23,000
         seriously wounded. Not a patch on the original pre-war forecasts of the Air Staff but severe enough to shake the capital’s
         morale. Continual bombing, day after day, night after night, had been easier to deal with psychologically. People knew what
         to expect, and when to expect it. The first fifty-seven uninterrupted days of bombing had come nowhere near weakening people’s
         resolve. ‘We can take it,’ they boasted. But the raids of March and April had been different: they’d been heavier, far heavier
         than anything in 1940, and the ‘Blitz Nerves’ of many were fraying. It was the suspense that excoriated them. Will they come
         tonight? Maybe tomorrow? Perhaps next week? Or when? They didn’t know. All they knew was that they would come again and when
         they did it would be in force.
      

      
      An article in the New Statesman encapsulated the mood of many: ‘Life never seemed so unreal, so like a chapter from a novelette, as it has done this week,’
         wrote the journalist. ‘When I get up in the morning I have actually to look at the damage before I can believe that so many
         of the buildings and places that I most treasured in London have just disappeared off the face of the earth.’
      

      
      As May replaced April London had little need to worry. Hitler had grown bored of the Blitz and was anyway now after a bigger
         prize than insignificant Britain. His lust was for Russia and several bomber units had already been withdrawn east in readiness
         for the imminent invasion. The culmination of the eight-month ransacking of Britain was a week of violence against Liverpool,
         Glasgow, Sheffield and Hull. After that, only a token force of Luftwaffe bombers would remain in France.
      

      
      But on Thursday 8 May the RAF retaliated. Nearly four hundred bombers attacked the cities of Bremen and Hamburg, inflicting
         the heaviest damage of the war so far on Germany, though the ninety-four people killed in Hamburg was a paltry number by comparison
         to the casualties suffered in dozens of British cities in the past nine months. Nevertheless, Hitler was incensed. Such effrontery
         must not go unpunished. The twenty or so guests who gathered at his Bavarian chalet retreat 8,000ft above the town of Berchtesgaden
         on Friday 9 May were there to hear him hold sway on a range of issues. As they stood in the gold-leafed elevator that took
         them from the car park into the chalet they suspected the raids would be mentioned. It was an esteemed coterie that were led
         into the Great Room, among them Martin Bormann, the Nazi Party Chairman, Feldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel, Commander of the German
         Armed Forces, and Hans Baur, Hitler’s personal pilot.
      

      
      It was still daylight and the views north from the grand picture window over the Bavarian Alps were awesome. For a few moments
         they stood in reverential silence. In the corner to the left of the window was a large revolving globe, smudged with the fingerprints
         of Hitler as he dreamed of further domination. Around the walls were Persian carpets, Gobeline tapestries, Rembrandt paintings,
         all of them looted by the Nazis from their conquered lands. As Eva Braun greeted the guests the room was warmed by the flames
         from a marble fireplace in the south wall. Above the mantelpiece was a Botticelli nude. It looked on impassively as Hitler
         gave vent to his fury against the British.
      

      
      IN London it was an unremarkable Friday evening. Double Summer Time had been introduced on 4 May and the winding forward of
         the clocks by two hours was like a sweet tune of hope. Daylight lingered until after 10 p.m., and across London people took
         advantage of the long evenings. Colder than normal for this time of year, perhaps, but that wasn’t the only reason for the
         red glow in people’s cheeks. It was three weeks now since the last heavy raid on the capital. Regular sleeping patterns were
         being woven and the tension that had gnawed at their bones was beginning to disappear.
      

      
      The newspapers encouraged optimism, detailing the dominance of the RAF nightfighters over the Luftwaffe bombers. On Thursday
         the Evening Standard had bragged that the ‘Nazis lose 290 airmen in a week’. Friday’s edition of the News Chronicle printed a photo of the King inspecting a squadron of RAF nightfighters under a headline ‘Nazis lose 38 raiders in 20 hours’.
         A new office pastime had sprung up: guess the number of German bombers shot down each night: 3d a guess with 10 per cent going
         to the Red Cross, the rest into the winner’s pocket.
      

      
      In Croydon, on the outskirts of south London, householders scrunched up Friday’s Croydon Advertiser and used it to start their fires. Few would have spotted the small article tucked away inside, lost among the wills and small adverts. It was entitled ‘Horoscope’ and for the unbelieving and the sceptical it was hilarious
         claptrap: ‘It is well over a year ago that a speaker at a religious meeting in Croydon gave May 11th 1941 as a critical day
         in the experience of this nation,’ began the article. ‘His forecast was based on prophecy derived from an interpretation of
         measurements in the interior of the Great Pyramid according to which May 11th represented either the entrance or exit of the
         Second Low Passage that leads into the terminal space known as the King’s Chamber.’ Readers guffawed and read on to the final
         passage. ‘Whatever May 11th or any other day may bring, let us be found steadfast in adversity and modest in triumph.’
      

   
      
      1

      
      

      
      FELDMARSCHALL Hugo Sperrle was not a handsome man. His hairline had receded to the top of his crown and what was left of his
         dark hair was slicked back with handfuls of oil. His eyes were permanently narrowed in hostile suspicion. Even when he was
         whoring in the best brothels of Paris or gambling in the casinos of Deauville, Sperrle’s eyes were lifeless. But his ugliest
         feature were his jowls, repulsive folds of flab that draped down over his jawline, bringing the corners of his mouth with
         them. The result was a permanently baleful expression at odds with his well-fed physique.
      

      
      But today Sperrle’s spirits had received a sudden and unexpected boost, despite the ungodly hour at which he had been awoken
         in his sumptuous quarters at the Palais du Luxembourg in Paris. The call had come from General Hans Jeschonnek, Chief of Staff
         to the Luftwaffe, from his office in Hitler’s Wolfsschanze HQ (Wolf’s Lair) in East Prussia. It was shortly after 8 o’clock
         on the morning of 10 May 1941, but Jeschonnek didn’t apologize. Hitler had been on the phone from his summer residence in
         Berchtesgaden. He wanted London bombed, tonight. The RAF attacks on Bremen and Hamburg must not be allowed to go unanswered.
         Jeschonnek passed the message to Sperrle, reminding him that the bombers of Feldmarschall Kesselring’s Air Fleet Two were
         at his disposal as Kesselring was in Poland. The telephone call was brief. Sperrle wasn’t a man who used two words where one would do, and Jeschonnek knew that he would
         plan and execute the raid with ruthless efficiency.
      

      
      As Sperrle clothed his massive girth in his grey air force uniform, he glanced out of the window of his quarters in the Palais,
         built in the Florentine style for Marie de Medici in the early seventeenth century. The sun had just breasted the trees on
         the eastern side of the Jardin du Luxembourg. The octagonal pond, the Grand Bassin, beneath his window was dappled with sunlight. He secured his monocle over his right eye and sneered as he thought of the
         fate that awaited London.
      

      
      Even though his Chief of Staff, General Karl Koller, was waiting for him in his office, he didn’t rush. Dressing was never
         straightforward for Sperrle. There was that much of him to cover, and his fondness for livery was as extravagant as that of
         Hermann Goering, his Luftwaffe commander. ‘His craving for luxury and public display ran a close second to that of his superior,’
         wrote Albert Speer, after a visit to the Palais du Luxembourg, adding: ‘He was also his match in corpulence.’
      

      
      When dressed to his satisfaction, Sperrle joined Koller in front of a large and detailed map of London. Sperrle grunted, mystified
         by Hitler’s order. It showed typical inconsistency. One moment they were instructed to husband their aircraft and crews because
         of the impending invasion of Russia and the next they were to despatch every available aircraft to annihilate London.
      

      
      Despite his oafish appearance Sperrle was no fool. The snobbish disdain of his peers was motivated by envy. How could the
         son of a Wurttemberg brewer rise to such heights?, they mulled. They ignored the brilliant strategic mind that had been sharpened
         by his experiences as a pilot in the First World War. Subsequently, Sperrle had risen through the ranks until he was given
         the command of the Condor Legion in the Spanish Civil War, contributing to the development of saturation bombing through the devastation
         of Guernica, Aragon and Ebro. He had argued against Goering’s decision the previous September to switch from attacking British
         Fighter Command airfields to launching huge air raids on British cities and strategic targets. His flabby jowls had wobbled
         indignantly as he argued his case with Goering; the British Air Force must be first obliterated before British cities are
         targeted. It would be folly to do otherwise and Sperrle suspected the RAF wasn’t quite as feeble as Goering believed.
      

      
      But Sperrle’s concerns were brushed aside. Piqued by Goering’s indifference to his views, Sperrle took out his anger on the
         British population by evolving the bombing techniques first practised in Spain in the 1930s.
      

      
      The first attacks on London in September had followed the same pattern as those in Spain: blanket bombing concentrated on
         specific areas of the city. The results had been pleasing, but later in the year he began to adopt a different method: hundreds
         of small incendiary bombs were dropped to start myriad fires and, as the emergency services fought the fires, the second wave
         of bombers delivered hundreds of high explosive bombs. Mayhem was what Sperrle craved, and at first he was delighted with
         the reports he received. But he soon realized that high explosives dropped late in a raid often came as an unlikely salvation
         to the firemen, creating firebreaks that prevented flames from engulfing great swathes of London. So Sperrle evolved a new
         and callous technique that played on the city’s fickle volunteer firewatchers. High explosive bombs were dropped first, to
         scare the firewatchers back to their homes, and then incendiaries followed, falling on the unguarded offices and warehouses.
      

      
      Sperrle squinted through his monocle at the map in front of him, as the sun continued its rise above the Jardin du Luxembourg.
         He had five hundred aircraft to send across the Channel, but what should they target? Decisions would have to be made quickly. He stabbed his fat forefinger at the Thames Estuary, just beneath Canvey
         Island, and moved it upstream from Canvey, tracing the route the Luftwaffe navigators used when they flew in over Sheerness
         and picked up the Thames. Past Gravesend and Tilbury, up to Dagenham, battered in October 1940 with many fatalities, on to
         Barking, the recipient of fifty-four high explosives in the last heavy raid of 19 April. Sperrle’s finger stopped momentarily
         at Barking Creek, which ran into the Thames by the Beckton Sewage works. He smiled, recalling the British embarrassment when,
         on 6 September 1939, two Spitfire pilots had mistaken a pair of Hurricanes for enemy aircraft and shot them down in what became
         known as the Battle of Barking Creek. It had caused much amusement within the Luftwaffe.
      

      
      Sperrle’s finger sailed on, following the Thames as it curved south after Barking, past Thamesmead and into the stretch of
         the river known as Woolwich Reach. Woolwich Arsenal, Britain’s biggest munitions factory, lay on the southern bank, the Victoria
         Docks on the northern shore. Both had been pulverized in the September raids.
      

      
      Sperrle’s finger skimmed across the Thames and followed its course as it curved past West Ham and round the tip of North Greenwich,
         shaped like a hitchhiker’s thumb. He paused, his finger hovering at the top of the river’s U-bend. His pilots cherished this
         bend, the landmark they used to guide them on the final approach to their target. Here the river arced south towards the National
         Maritime Museum and Greenwich Park, where it began to coil north. In the middle of the bend was the Isle of Dogs, with the
         Millwall and West India docks – where grain and rum and sugar arrived from around the Empire – at its noisy, vibrant heart.
         Across the river were the Surrey Commercial Docks, where the bombing of 7 September had ignited vast piles of Norwegian softwood
         timber stored within its 250 acres.
      

      
      Now Sperrle’s finger journeyed into tourist waters. Up ahead was Tower Bridge, with the Tower of London in its shadow on the north shore. A mile further west was London Bridge. Now the bridges
         came thick and fast: Cannon Street railway bridge, Southwark, the two Blackfriars bridges, only 50 metres apart, with a battery
         of AA guns on railway wagons at either end of Blackfriars railway bridge to protect the ammunition trains that used the line.
      

      
      Here Sperrle’s hectoring finger jumped out of the water and became a commuter, taking the path thousands of south Londoners
         trod every day on their way to work in the offices of London’s financial district. North down New Bridge Street, past the
         turning on the right into Queen Victoria Street, to Ludgate Circus. Left was Fleet Street, from where the printing presses
         of Britain’s newspapers ran red hot with scorn for Germany and its leaders, and the church of St Clement Danes at the western
         end. Right was Ludgate Hill, which led past the Old Bailey and to St Paul’s Cathedral. Sperrle shook his head. St Paul’s Cathedral.
         How had this treasured icon of the British survived for so long, he wondered. He thought of 12 September, when a 1,000kg bomb
         had hit the cathedral but failed to explode. Perhaps this time?
      

      
      Sperrle’s finger headed back over Blackfriars Bridge like one of the legions of commuters returning home. Now he was in Southwark,
         going straight down the Blackfriars Road, over and across St George’s Circus, into London Road for a quarter of a mile and
         there was the Elephant & Castle. He tapped the map lightly a couple of times. The Elephant & Castle, what an absurd name.
         Its junction resembled a six-armed starfish, each a vital thoroughfare. Sperrle deliberately followed each arm of the starfish
         in turn: Newington Butts led southwest to Kennington and Brixton; the Walworth Road went south to Camberwell and Peckham;
         the New Kent Road ran east to Tower Bridge; Newington Causeway took you towards London Bridge; London Road, he knew, was Blackfriars,
         and St George’s Road …? Sperrle’s finger ran north-west, along St George’s Road, into Westminster Bridge Road, skirted the southern end of Waterloo Station and there his finger was faced with a choice: left along
         Lambeth Palace Road to the Tudor brick gatehouse behind which the Archbishop of Canterbury lived, or straight over Westminster
         Bridge to Big Ben, Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament. Wouldn’t it be satisfying if we could rid the world of
         Herr Churchill?
      

      
      Sperrle’s finger finished its journey across London and began stroking its master’s bulging double chin. By 9 a.m. he and
         Koller had divided the English capital into three generous portions. The East End and the City’s financial district; Westminster
         and north as far as King’s Cross Station; and south of the river from Greenwich to Clapham in the west. In the centre of this
         third target zone lay the Elephant & Castle.
      

   
      
      2

      
      

      
      EMILY Macfarlane waved goodbye to her mother and walked out of the Peabody Estate. It was 9 o’clock on Saturday morning and
         London was waking with a cheery optimism. Emily turned into Rodney Road as the sun burned gold in an all-blue sky. It was
         shivery cold, though, and with every breath a plume of steam dashed out in front of Emily’s face. She reached up with her
         gloves and pulled her beret tight, so that her ears were covered.
      

      
      She walked north along Rodney Road with a staccato of high heels on the frosty pavement and passed her old school on Victory
         Place. She thought of her three former classmates killed in the Blitz. Past the school, Rodney Road became Rodney Place, both
         streets named after Admiral George Rodney, who in his time had despatched countless French and Spanish ships to the bottom
         of the sea.
      

      
      Now Emily was walking west down the New Kent Road. In five minutes she’d be at the Elephant & Castle. She drew admiring glances
         from the men who passed her on the pavement, most of whom had to look up to catch a glimpse of her pretty, catch-me-if-you-can
         face. Born into a poor south London family she may have been, but Emily had an elegance and class way above her station. She
         was tall, 5ft 10ins, with brown hair that hung down from her beret to below her shoulders. Though she had plenty of suitors,
         Emily was single, despite the temptations that marriage offered. Not the temptation of love and romance, but marriage was the only route out
         of the fire service into which she had been conscripted. Her great friend, Joan Ellis, had wed at the end of 1940 and she
         was now exempted from conscription.
      

      
      For Emily the fire service was the bane of her life; she hated the uniform, the unfashionable cut of the skirt and the fact
         she had to wear fawn stockings with clumpy black shoes. She loathed the fireman whose wandering hands had earned him a stinging
         red handprint of Emily’s on his face; and she was bored with sitting in the control room at her fire station taking messages
         about falling bombs. She was back on duty later this evening at the sub-station just off the New Kent Road for the start of
         a 48-hour shift. But now it was time to shop at the Elephant. Perhaps they might have some stockings in? A thought flashed
         into her mind: why not call on Joan to see if she wanted to come? But then she remembered that Joan was down in the West Country,
         visiting her husband at his army base.
      

      
      THE route Emily was taking towards the Elephant & Castle had at one time been walked by some of England’s greatest minds:
         the poet Robert Browning was born in Camberwell; the writer and social philosopher, John Ruskin, was a Southwark man; and
         the pioneer of feminism, Mary Wollstonecraft, wrote Vindication of the Rights of Women while living in Southwark. Living in the area, they had witnessed its transformation from rural idyll into one of the heartlands
         of the Industrial Revolution. Between 1801 and 1881 the population of Walworth soared from 15,000 to 108,000. The rich migrated
         further out of the city and the poor from across the river, whose homes had been pulled down to make way for factories and
         offices, flooded into the district. Four or five families moved into the elegant Georgian townhouses previously occupied by
         a single wealthy family and shops replaced front gardens on the main roads. Workshops proliferated in the backyards, making everything from
         fireworks to flea powder. For those too old or too sick to work there was the Newington Workhouse, a dismal repository for
         over 1,000 paupers.
      

      
      IN 1861 the Metropolitan Tabernacle held its first service at the Elephant & Castle. The preaching of Charles Spurgeon had
         such a hold on the congregation that it soon became known locally as Spurgeon’s Tabernacle. In those days it held 6,000, with
         enough seats for 3,500. For the less reverential the opening in 1872 of the Elephant & Castle Theatre at the top of the New
         Kent Road was a cause for greater celebration.
      

      
      The other favourite theatre among locals had been the Surrey Music Hall, up the London Road by St George’s Circus. One day
         in the 1890s a young boy called Charlie Chaplin had sat in the gallery of the Hall watching Fred Karno’s Early Birds having scrounged the entrance fee from a local woodchopper. The Surrey Music Hall had closed down in the 1930s but the South
         London Palais, also on London Road, was going strong.
      

      
      With the coming of the cinema at the turn of the twentieth century, picture houses sprouted up all along the Old Kent Road.
         The arrival of the ‘talkies’ was even more of an event and in December 1930 the Trocadero opened its door for the very first
         time. It, too, was on the New Kent Road, opposite the Elephant & Castle Theatre (which had been converted into a cinema in
         1928).
      

      
      THE dirt and dynamism of the Elephant & Castle attracted one of London’s most famous Bohemian painters to the area in the
         1930s. Austin Osman Spare had grown up in Kennington but moved to the more stylish surrounds of West London when his work
         found favour with London’s art world in the beau monde of the early 1900s. One of his paintings had been exhibited in the 1904 summer exhibition of the Royal Academy when he was only 16. The critics lauded
         his style, describing it as having ‘the hand of Dürer and the eye of Dante’.
      

      
      Then in the 1920s he turned his back on his wealth and returned to his roots, renting a small and dingy studio flat in the
         Walworth Road. He lived sparsely with half a dozen cats for company, drawing portraits of the people he found in the Elephant
         & Castle and selling them in the pubs for never more than a fiver. To the locals he was the artist who looked like a tramp
         in his old army shirt and tattered jacket; mad as a hatter, they told each other, but you know what he’d said to Hitler, don’t
         you? When the Fuehrer had invited Spare to Berlin in 1936 to paint his portrait, the painter turned him down. ‘Only from negotiations
         can I wholesomely conceive you,’ he told Hitler. ‘For I know of no courage sufficient to stomach your aspirations and ultimatums.
         If you are superman, let me be for ever animal.’
      

      
      Bustling in and around the shops of the Elephant & Castle were an endless stream of life models for Spare; Burton’s the tailors
         and their fifty shilling suits; Dean’s Rag Shop, purveyors of linen children’s books; Colliers, number one for ladies’ wear
         with a dancing school above; Isaac Walton, a large boys’ outfitters; and a host of sweetshops, cheap jewellers, fruiters and
         the popular tobacconist with its own library where books could be borrowed for a penny. And there were the pubs, chock full
         of working men quenching their thirst, with the most celebrated of all, the Elephant & Castle pub, on an island in the middle
         of the junction between Newington Butts and Walworth Road, surrounded by Drapers’ Almshouses. Over the pub was its symbol,
         a large red elephant with a castle on its back. This was the Elephant & Castle which Emily Macfarlane was entering at 9.30
         on the morning of 10 May 1941.
      

      
      ALSO heading for the Elephant at around the same time was 16-year-old Joe Richardson, a handsome teenager with street wisdom
         way beyond his years. His piercing dark blue eyes had seen more than most boys his age. He lived with his aunt and uncle in
         Bowyer Street, not far from Camberwell Green, in a two-up, two-down house.
      

      
      Joe had left school at 13 to work as a messenger for a firm of Camberwell printers. One day in September 1940, during a daylight
         air raid, he’d just stepped out of the office on his way to deliver a message when he ‘heard a rush of air, like an express
         train coming towards me’. It was a German high explosive bomb, dropped from 14,000ft. Fortunately for Joe it failed to explode.
      

      
      Joe took a new job at the start of 1941, working as a messenger for a shop in the City which made military hats. Each day
         Joe took the bus across the Thames and into work, a dreary commute that left him little time to see his pals. Saturday was
         a later start than weekdays, so he was making his way up the Walworth Road for his weekly wash at the Manor Place Baths. ‘You
         had these cubicles with their own private tubs,’ he remembers, ‘and the attendant would fill it to the top and then if you
         wanted it hotter or colder, you’d shout out “more hot water in Number 10!” and he’d come and add a bit more hot water. It
         only cost a few pence and it was our chance to have a bath in peace and quiet.’
      

      
      If Joe had turned left out of the baths once his ablutions were over, walked along Penton Place for a couple of hundred yards,
         he would have been on Newington Butts with the Elephant & Castle a five-minute walk north and Kennington Park Road to the
         south. Right in front of him would have been the church of St Mary’s Newington, built of Kentish ragstone. The interior roofs
         of the nave and chancel were of hammer-beam construction, the height of the nave from floor to roof ridge being 70ft.
      

      
      It was an impressive church even without the steeple that the architect neglected to add, but perhaps he just had uncanny foresight because one of the more extreme precautionary measures
         of a twitchy British Government in 1940 had been the paring down of exceptionally vertiginous church steeples for fear they
         might topple down and crush people during bombing raids.
      

      
      The present vicar of St Mary’s was the 29-year-old Christopher Veazey. His father had been a parish priest in Camberwell since
         1894 and he had inherited his father’s rectitude and earnestness. Christopher had needed someone to loosen his chains of righteousness
         and he found her in a Wimbledon boarding house, where, on 11 September 1937 he became a lodger. Joan, the 24-year-old daughter
         of the landlady wrote in her diary that evening: ‘The curate arrived today pushing a large barrow full of his books and worldly
         goods.’ In those first few days the young vicar was terrified of Joan. Unsettlingly good-looking, with silky black hair and
         eyes that made him stammer and blush, it was her personality that swamped him. Joan had inherited from her Australian mother
         a bubbling irreverence and humorous disregard for stuffy English conventions. When she told Christopher over supper one night
         that she worked as an artist’s model in her spare time he practically choked with horror. Joan liked to goad him at the dinner
         table by revealing she ‘hadn’t been inside a church for years’. They inhabited different worlds, he with his strict Victorian
         upbringing, and she with a family who saw nothing wrong in displaying affection. But within a month Joan was confiding to
         her diary: ‘He is good looking with lovely dark hair, which has a mischievous wave in front, which he tries hard to cover.
         He has brown eyes which seem to look right through me.’
      

      
      Joan began to fall in love with Christopher, this uptight man whose kindliness overwhelmed her. At her insistence he took
         her with him on one of his regular evening visits handing out food to London’s down and outs. She was left numb by the misery
         of these people’s existence. ‘What is wrong with this country of ours,’ she asked her diary, ‘that we should allow young men to sink into such
         depths of despair?’
      

      
      By the end of 1937 the pair were engaged to be married, and by the end of 1938 he was her equal in teasing. ‘Darling,’ he
         would say to Joan, ‘I don’t know which I prefer: kissing you or smoking my pipe.’ They married in Camberwell in September
         1940, and the wedding reception had been more memorable than most. As the happy couple posed for photographs, the Battle of
         Britain was approaching its denouement in the skies above. ‘Without any warning,’ Joan wrote in her diary, ‘a German plane
         flew in low over the house and released a bomb. I shouted to the photographer who was under the black cloth trying to take
         the photo, “Look out, he’s dropping bombs!”. The man shouted back from the cloth, “Never mind about the bomb, just smile!”.’
      

      
      For the first few months of their married life they had lived at the rectory with Forest FitzGeorge and his wife, but since
         January they had been ensconced in their own flat further down Kennington Park Road. ‘It wasn’t really a flat,’ remembers
         Joan. ‘It was a two room place with a toilet downstairs which we shared with another family.’ But it was their own flat and
         they were happy. Not long after, Joan had discovered she was pregnant and they were even happier.
      

      
      At 10 a.m. on Saturday morning 10 May, Christopher was sitting at his desk preparing his Sunday sermon. Joan was tempted to
         go shopping at the Elephant & Castle, and perhaps sneak into the Trocadero for the Saturday matinee, but she was worried that
         some of the parishioners, those ones she found to be a ‘bit sniffy’, might not approve. ‘I wanted to be like a church wife,’
         Joan says, ‘but I wasn’t like one. I liked dancing and stage shows, and I wasn’t very religious.’
      

      
      IT was a perilous route, from St Mary’s Church to the Elephant & Castle, even though it was only a few hundred yards. It was
         noisy, too, with trams going up and down Newington Butts on their way to and from Tooting and Streatham. The din reached a
         crescendo at the Elephant & Castle with trams, buses and cars vying for space underneath the overhead railway line that ran
         north to south parallel to the Walworth Road. A pedestrian subway had been built under the road junction in 1911 to help people
         get across the Elephant & Castle without being hit by a bus, knocked down by a tram or trampled by a horse and cart. The children
         were delighted. ‘All the walkways led down to the middle of the subway,’ remembers Emily Macfarlane, ‘and there was a man
         there whose job it was to point people in the right direction and generally keep the place clean and tidy. Me and my mates
         used to torment him. We’d each go to a different entrance and then take it in turns to run down, shouting and hollering, and
         it made such a noise with the echoes. “I’ll get you,” he’d cry and as soon as he started chasing one lot the other lot would
         run down shouting and screaming. Poor man!’
      

      
      ANYONE heading north on a tram at 10.30 a.m. on Saturday 10 May would have noticed more activity than normal at Waterloo railway
         station. People coming, people going, the end of some love affairs, the start of others. The concourse at Waterloo teemed,
         but 14-year-old John Fowler had found his mum and dad. Tears and hugs all round, so different from eighteen months ago when
         he had been evacuated to Haslemere in Surrey. Separated from his parents, John had lost his sister, Joan, because of an administrative
         bungle. ‘We should have both gone to Haslemere but they put Joan on the wrong train and she ended up in Sturminster Newton
         in Dorset.’
      

      
      In the year and a half since his evacuation John had grown into a young man. Life as a farm labourer had sheared off his city
         flab and his eyes flashed with a healthy zest. In contrast the faces of John’s parents, despite being wreathed in smiles, showed what
         they had lived through in the last eight months. ‘They never said anything about the bombing in the letters they wrote to
         me,’ remembers John, ‘but I just had to look at them to know how bad it had been.’ John was back in London for his sister’s
         thirteenth birthday party. Today was the chance to catch up with his friends who were still in Peckham, as tomorrow the family
         was heading to Sturminster Newton for a snatched reunion. Foremost in John’s mind, as he waited with his parents for a tram
         outside the station, was Rose, his 15-year-old cousin. She had refused to be evacuated from her house just down the street
         from John, preferring to stay and work for a City firm. The two were good friends and John was hoping he might be able to
         take her to the cinema in the evening.
      

      
      On the other side of Waterloo Road from the tram stop was the fire station, 101 Waterloo, where 27-year-old Auxiliary Fireman
         Fred Cockett had reported for his 48-hour shift an hour earlier, bang on 9 o’clock. It was one of Fred’s characteristics that
         he was never late, despite the 7-mile cycle from Brockley. Diligence and good humour were Fred’s other two outstanding qualities,
         and his humour manifested itself best in his story-telling. He could spin a yarn, Fred, much to the amusement of the two veteran
         station officers, ‘Pinky’ Petit and ‘Tiddly’ May. They had been brought out of retirement to command 101 Waterloo* and they had appointed Fred as their driver. ‘They had a staff car,’ recalls Fred, ‘but they never wanted to drive so I was
         chosen. Pinky and Tiddly were both widowers so they moved into the station, gave me their ration books and a £2 float and
         told me to look after the provisions.’
      

      
      Fred’s funniest anecdotes centred on his pre-war career in the catering industry, a strange choice of profession in itself for a man whose great uncle had been the skipper of a Lowestoft
         windjammer and whose father had driven tanks in the First World War. Fred had attended Hotel School in London, then spent
         six months working in a Paris restaurant in the mid 1930s. He returned to work in the members’ dining room of the House of
         Commons, serving dishes and clearing plates as Britain’s leaders led the country inexorably towards war with Germany. ‘I remember
         serving at the cabinet table not long after war had been declared,’ says Cockett. ‘Sir John Anderson, who was Home Secretary,
         was talking to someone else about setting an intelligence test for some service or other. Anderson said “Let’s give them a
         series of numbers and they have to work out the next number in the sequence”.’ For the next few minutes the two politicians
         devised a puzzle as Cockett waited on them discreetly. ‘They came up with something and John Anderson saw me working it out
         under my breath. “What do you make it?” he asked. I gave him the right answer and he turned to his companion and said “There
         you are, you’ve got your first recruit!”. At this point I had to tell him I had just volunteered for the fire service.’
      

      
      Cockett had enlisted in the Auxiliary Fire Service shortly before war was declared, rallying to the cause out of patriotic
         duty rather than any compulsion to be a firefighter. ‘There was an exhibition of auxiliary emergency services in County Hall,’
         he recalls, ‘and I had had most afternoons off so I went along and asked the services if they did any afternoon training.
         None of them did except the Fire Brigade so I volunteered for them.’
      

      
      Like all part-time Auxiliary Firemen and women, Cockett was mobilized on Friday 1 September. He reported to Lambeth HQ with
         his knife, fork and spoon, two blankets and shaving utensils, leaving behind his wife and baby. Uniforms were distributed,
         ‘dungarees, rubber boots and a cap because we didn’t have proper uniforms then’. The double-breasted tunic, leggings and steel helmets came later, by which time the Auxiliary Firemen (AFS) had been trained
         into the ground by the regular firemen. They could tie every conceivable knot with their eyes closed, they were intimate with
         their stations’ ladders, could come down a ladder with a colleague on their back and they had perfected escape techniques
         from the third floor of the drill tower. The culmination of the training was a jump from the drill tower. ‘You had to jump
         from about 30ft into this sheet,’ says Cockett. ‘It might not sound very high but when you were standing up there the sheet
         looked like a penny.’ It was the men holding the sheet who were in more danger than the jumper. ‘The rescuers had to tuck
         their chins in and on no account look up. If you did, the jerk as the jumper hit in the sheet could whip back your head and
         break your neck.’ All this for £3 a week, and who-do-you-think-you-are stares from the regular pre-war firemen, many of whom
         resented the newcomers.
      

      
      Away from the training ground, the AFS were put to work on more mundane tasks: sandbagging the schools that had been converted
         into sub-stations for the duration of the war; painting all vehicles a dull grey colour and keeping the station spotless.
         As the months slipped by, and still the German bombers didn’t come, the public began to pour scorn on the men who stayed at
         home while the three armed services were ‘doing their bit’. ‘We came in for a fair bit of abuse,’ remembers Cockett. ‘They
         called us army dodgers and the like. We didn’t like it because we knew how bloody hard we were working.’
      

      
      As the remains of the British Expeditionary Force scrambled away from Dunkirk, public hostility grew, whipped up by some politicians.
         In a debate in the House of Commons one Member of Parliament accused the Civil Defence of being infested with ‘parasites and
         slackers’. Soon firemen in uniform were being refused entry into London restaurants; others were pushed and shoved in the
         street. Graffiti was daubed on the walls of many auxiliary sub-stations: ‘Cut Price Firemen, £3. Not worth it’. By August 1940 the slow trickle of some of the 20,000 Auxiliary Firemen into the armed services
         had become a torrent.
      

      
      But the Luftwaffe flew in to the firemen’s rescue. Within a week of the start of the Blitz in September the firemen became
         more popular than Winston Churchill himself. The newspapers championed them as the ‘Heroes with Grimy Faces’; restaurants
         that had shut the door in their faces now grabbed them off the streets and fed them free of charge. The irony of it all amused
         the Air Raid Wardens, who corrupted one of Rudyard Kipling’s famous poems in tribute to the fickleness of it all. ‘Oh it’s
         “Wardens this!” and “Wardens that!” and “Wardens, you’re a flop”/But it’s “Thank you, Mr Warden” when the bombs begin to drop.’
      

      
      AFTER arriving at Waterloo Fire Station, one of Fred’s first tasks, even before the half hour game of volleyball that constituted
         the daily physical training, was to nip across the road and stock up with provisions from the shops and market in The Cut.
      

      
      The Old Vic Theatre stood on the corner, an incongruous sentinel at the entrance to one of south London’s most bustling streets.
         The Cut joined Waterloo Road to Blackfriars Road, and along it were shops and market stalls selling all imaginable produce:
         Boyd the grocer, Crisp the baker, Cox the butcher, Phillips the tobacconist, Bronstein’s the tailor and Wood’s Eel and Pie
         shop, where the live eels were displayed in tanks at the front of the shop. Customers picked the one they fancied and the
         owner fished it out. ‘When they stewed the eels,’ says Joe Richardson, ‘they didn’t throw the water away, they put parsley
         in it and a bit of flour to thicken it up and that was the sauce. With a bit of mashed potato it was beautiful.’
      

      
      Waterloo Railway Station lay on the inside bend of the Thames as it angled sharply south towards Vauxhall. A couple of hundred
         yards north of the station was the bridge that bore its name, though in 1941 a new bridge was under construction alongside
         the old one. To the south of the station was Westminster Bridge, linked to Waterloo Bridge by York Road, a shabby street of
         assorted warehouses, storerooms and offices that ended at the southern side of Westminster Bridge.
      

      
      From here one could peer south and see, on their right, the nine separate pavilions of St Thomas’s Hospital strung out like
         a necklace along the Thames, and on the left, through the trees, the rough Kentish rag of the four-storey Lollards’ Tower,
         the highest point of Lambeth Palace, residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury, which once had been accessible from the river.
      

      
      St Thomas’s, like every London hospital, had steeled itself well for the Blitz. In 1939 it was designated a Casualty Clearing
         Station with 330 beds, of which 200 were held in reserve. Sixteen of the upper wards were closed and their beds distributed
         among the other wards. The main operating theatres on the top floors were moved to the basement, where previously great quantities
         of linen had been stored. All out-patient services were suspended, though the tuberculosis and venereal disease sections remained
         open. The training school was evacuated and student nurses were transferred to other London hospitals. Those staff that remained
         helped Civil Defence workers build a protective wall of 30,000 sandbags around the pavilions, or blocks as the nurses called
         them, of St Thomas’s.
      

      
      Behind Block Five was the hospital’s newest building, Riddell House, which had opened in 1937 and now was home to nearly a
         hundred members of the Ambulance Train Service and the River Emergency Service. There was frenetic activity inside Riddell
         House on the morning of 10 May 1941; people cleaned and scrubbed and swept and cast anxious glances at their watches. The
         Archbishop of Canterbury was due to arrive in a few hours to lead the hospital in prayer, the first time Riddell House would be favoured with his presence. The place had to be worthy of His Grace.
      

      
      For anyone blessed with a vigorous constitution the walk from Lambeth Palace to Riddell House was no more than a five-minute
         stroll. But Cosmo Lang was a frail old man whose spirit rose and fell like the flickering of a candle. He had suffered paroxysms
         of misery in his ecclesiastical life; first in 1914 when as Archbishop of York he had spoken out in those first frenzied weeks
         of war at what he regarded as the demonization of the German people. The newspapers savaged him, accusing him of disloyalty
         and triggering an attack of alopecia that aged the Archbishop prematurely. He had finished the war haggard and bald, save
         for a few wisps of grey hair over his ears.
      

      
      In 1937, nine years after his appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury, Lang had presided over the abdication of Edward VIII
         so that Edward could marry Wallis Simpson. When he crowned George VI king in Westminster Abbey on 12 May 1937 it was, Lang
         said, ‘like waking after a nightmare to find the sun’. But the constitutional crisis had taken its toll. His chaplain, and
         one of his few close friends, Alan Don, begged Lang to rest. ‘Your physical frame is showing signs of wearing out,’ he told
         him.
      

      
      The Archbishop had heeded Don’s advice, and slowed down, but the spectre of Germany returned to haunt him in 1940. Bombs landed
         in the Palace gardens during the first week of the Blitz uprooting some of the fig trees that were descendants of those planted
         by Cardinal Pole in the 1550s, the last Catholic Archbishop. On 17 September Lang left for the Old Palace at Canterbury, leaving
         Alan Don in charge. He took his leave reluctantly, aware that Lambeth Palace had been the London seat of Archbishops of Canterbury
         since the early thirteenth century. With him went the most valuable of the library’s 50,000 books and manuscripts, including
         the first three editions of Thomas More’s Utopia. A few days after Lang’s departure, a bomb screamed through the big oriel window and exploded in the drawing room, wrecking three bedrooms.
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