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To my mother and father










INTRODUCTION


When my father landed at D-Day he was one of the youngest soldiers, at barely eighteen, in his regiment. He had joined the Home Guard as a young lad, saw the troop trains steam back from the south coast after the Dunkirk evacuation and viewed masses of German bombers pass over his home en route for London in 1940. Having fought his way through Normandy and north-west Europe, he ‘liberated’ my mother, a young German girl, and married her in the ruins of Hamburg’s suburbs. I was always curious about how previous enemies, who did not speak the same language, could marry, bear children and still be together after sixty years. My father says it all transpired from a single meeting where he admits, ‘I struggled with my German and she with her English, so the conversation lasted a while.’


     Now he is reluctant to request help from the state, despite my mother’s disability. ‘Making do with less’ and saving for a ‘rainy day’ stem from his underlying view that governments rarely appreciate individual needs – something he saw vividly in wartime. Like many Second World War veterans I have interviewed for books, he modestly understates his contribution. ‘You should understand that the world was a more moral place then. People were more patriotic and had a greater sense of responsibility to each other.’ Whether his observations are correct or not I will leave you to judge from this book.


     As a long-serving Parachute Regiment officer I have been involved in the organisation and conduct of many Second World War commemorations in Normandy and Arnhem. After the fortieth, fiftieth and sixtieth milestones the media invariably claimed this would be the ‘last’ occasion because fewer veterans survive. Yet every year the interest grows, motivated less by the veterans and more by their families and others with an apparently insatiable appetite to find out about a war they never experienced. I’ve heard people express a sneaking suspicion that the Second World War generation had a more fulfilling life spiritually than many today, who by comparison have – materially – everything. Of course, this fulfilment came at a high price as so many did not survive to enjoy the benefits of their sacrifice.


     This book is not a social history of the Second World War, nor is it a story of battles and campaigns. It is a selection of vignettes designed to illustrate the experience of war portrayed through interviews, letters, diaries and personal accounts. I have used ‘snapshots’ to focus on individuals in selected scenarios. What was it like to witness the fall of France and wait on the beaches at Dunkirk? What did people feel about the prospect of invasion watching German bombers overfly during the Battle of Britain and the Blitz? What were the burdens undertaken in desert and jungle defending the Empire in the Middle and Far East? What did it feel like on an Atlantic convoy; in a bomber over Germany; storming ashore during a Commando raid in Norway or occupied France or wading through an obstacle-strewn surf under fire at Normandy on D-Day? These scenes from the Second World War have been freeze-framed to display the unique characteristics of this wartime generation.


     When Winston Churchill was appointed Prime Minister at a low point in the war, he felt he could only offer ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’. This is what I have tried to reflect in seeking to illuminate why this generation, soon to leave us, is so unique. It has also helped me to better understand my father and mother, why they are so different from me and why I should feel so grateful that they are able to pass on some of their characteristics to their grandchildren.


     I have spoken to a wide cross-section of soldiers and civilians, men and women, and have used their personal accounts, letters, diaries and spoken word to relive their wartime moments. The best way to bring such moments to life is by describing their thoughts and feelings on a typical day or following their progress through a sequence of related events. So we see the development of a typical day on the beaches at Dunkirk in 1940 or the nerve-wracking build up of briefing through to execution of a RAF bombing raid over Germany in 1943. What happened after boarding an aircraft up to the point of jumping into night skies over Normandy on 6 June 1944?


     The youngest of these veterans are now in their eighties; and many of their comrades have passed away. TV documentaries are already having to interview their children to gain these insights.


     Now is our last chance to hear this generation’s voice before it is gone forever.










1


THE WORLD THEY LEFT BEHIND


Holiday-makers at Shoreham-on-Sea and along the south coast nearby heard an ominous droning from inland. It broke the idyll of that pale blue summer afternoon on Saturday 2 September 1939. Some 142 aircraft rose from bases inland, flew south to the coast and swept over the sea at Shoreham. Formations of Battle bombers flickered shadowy silhouettes across upturned faces reflecting the tension of past weeks as they flew overhead. Holiday crowds gazed intently at their progress as each successive wave roared over, shrinking into minute dots that disappeared into the direction of the north of France.


     Flight Lieutenant Bill Simpson RAF, piloting Battle bomber ‘V’ for Victor, recalled the wing commander had assembled them the day before saying: ‘Well, the balloon’s going up at last. We are to take off for France tomorrow after lunch.’ The Royal Air Force was making its first war deployment, sending the Advanced Air Striking Force on its way to France.


     Dazzled by the hypnotic reflection of the sun on calm water, Simpson looked about. ‘Everyone of us had his eyes skinned, looking around keenly for any signs of German fighters – not that there was much chance of being intercepted by Messerschmitt so far from bases in Germany.’ They were accustomed to practising dummy attacks from their own fighters. Watching out for black crosses on hostile aircraft ‘was new and real’. War was not yet formally declared. ‘What a relief to pent-up feelings and worn nerves that now, at last, something definite was happening.’ Excitement and curiosity at what conflict might bring was intense, but misgivings were few. He dwelt on the final mess party the night before: ‘smoke, beer, excitable chatter of the officers and girls – genuine hilarity of a few,forced cheerfulness of the majority’. Last minute packing and letter-writing continued into the early hours of the morning. His worst memory was having to leave his wife behind ill in hospital – ‘leaving Hope when she needed me most’.1


     Down below the holiday-makers settled back into deck-chairs. Fly-pasts were interesting rather than unusual. Large scale air manoeuvres were occurring throughout the summer months over the south and south-east coastlines testing air defences. Tomorrow the Prime Minister would speak to the nation, because the day before Hitler had invaded Poland.


     The outcome of the Munich Agreement had left a poor taste in many British mouths. Moyra Charlton living in Essex felt opinion was turning against Chamberlain, ‘I must say it does seem a short-sighted policy to give in to Germany over Czechoslovakia.’ Tommy Woodroffe, a BBC reporter, broadcast the tumultuously noisy and enthusiastic crowd outside Downing Street when Chamberlain returned from Munich. The Prime Minister’s quietly spoken announcement of ‘Peace in our time’ was drowned out by the cheering. ‘I should never have said that,’ he later confided to his wife. Charlton commented in her diary that ‘his devoted sincerity and tact speak for themselves, but has he really done the best thing?’ Ironically war was regarded less likely in 1939 than the year before. Nella Last observed on the fateful day that ‘the dazed look on many faces’ indicated ‘that I had not been alone in my belief that something would turn up to prevent war’.2


     Sunday 3 September dawned, a beautiful clear early autumn day; by 1000 it was already hot. Early church services were packed with worshippers, greater congregations than normally seen. Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office and a diplomat of thirty-one years service, reflected on yet another intense political crisis in Europe. Intimately involved in the succession of pre-war emergencies preceding this day, he wearily reflected ‘these crises really are too tiresome. We can’t go on living like this in Europe. There’s no point in it.’3


     ‘The atmosphere during the latter part of that [previous] August was electric with uncertainty’ remembered Territorial Army (TA) soldier Wilf Saunders having joined a signals unit six months before. News of the Polish invasion ‘was in a very real sense a relief to most of us, when we knew the die was cast’. So far as he was concerned, ‘this meant we were at war’ because ‘our country had said crystal clear that we would take up arms if Poland’s frontier were violated, and now this had happened.’4


     People arriving at church that morning were at peace when they went in and the country was at war when they came out. If the polls were to be believed, it appeared war was less likely than had been anticipated during the Munich crisis the previous year. At a quarter past eleven Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain began speaking carefully and deliberately through wireless sets in parlours, kitchens and drawing rooms throughout Britain. Mrs Gladys Cox listened ‘with bated breath – the whole world was on a tiptoe of expectancy this morning’. Chamberlain immediately came to the point:


 


This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note, stating that, unless the British Government heard from them by 11 o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us.


 


‘We knew it was coming,’ remembered John Colville, a newly installed private secretary to the Prime Minister, sitting listening to the radio at his desk in Whitehall. ‘All the same Chamberlain’s broadcast, made with slow, solemn dignity, induced numbness.’5


 


I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.


 


‘I shall never forget the thrill of his closing words,’ remembered middle-aged Gladys Cox living in West Hampstead.6


 


Now, may God bless you all. May he defend the right. It is the evil things we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution. And, against them, I am certain that the right will prevail.7


 


The speech was followed by the playing of the National Anthem. Mrs Cox recalled, ‘I rose and remained standing until it was finished.’


     Interrupting church services was not undertaken lightly but soon brief flurries of activity began to occur within congregations, heightening the sense of momentum and unreality. At St Johns-sub-Castro in the East Sussex village of Lewes, Miss H Sandles the parish clerk hurried into church to give the Reverend H Langhorne the news, which he gravely announced from the pulpit.8 All over England similar scenes took place, a whisper to the vicar, the fading of hymns and a still congregation until the awful announcement. An audible gasp came from the congregation, remembered the wife of a Cambridgeshire vicar and matins was abandoned for a short improvised service of prayers and hymns to enable everyone to get home early.9 One Birmingham woman remarked she felt sorry for Chamberlain. ‘Fancy,’ she said, ‘it’s the same time Armistice was declared [in 1918]. Fancy declaring war on Sunday.’10


     Everyone appears able to picture what they were doing at the precise moment Chamberlain announced the declaration of war that Sunday. Feelings were mixed, after weeks and months of uncertainty there was intense relief – it was over – closure to interminable diplomatic crises. Some felt positively nauseous, anticipating horrors that likely lay ahead, others were simply numb. The only certainty was uncertainty. ‘I can see the day now,’ reflected one man, ‘a glorious, golden September day, September morning and the French windows were open’, sitting listening to the radio with the dog on the rug. ‘Although the sun was shining the day was not so bright. I can see it now, much too nice a day to start a war.’11


     All about were the sights and smells of a typical Sunday. ‘You could hear church bells,’ remembered one woman, ‘and you could hear Sunday sounds, mowing of grass and all this sort of thing and a lot of people lay in late and so there were late breakfast smells.’ The declaration of war to another woman would be forever associated with the homely smell of cooking. ‘I can just smell it now,’ she chuckled, ‘so every Sunday lunch smell I am immediately taken back to that Sunday morning.’ Josephine Pearce, a nurse organising evacuees, standing on a rural bridge admiring trout through bright sunlight- reflecting water, was enjoying the stillness. An idyllic scene until ‘I heard somebody’s wireless, through one of their cottage windows, when Chamberlain was announcing that war was declared’ and ‘the whole bottom fell out of one’s life’.12


     The doleful whine of an air-raid siren sounded out in London and Kent and other parts of the country within minutes of Chamberlain’s broadcast. John Colville sitting at his Whitehall desk started out of a daze, ‘rudely revived by the sirens moaning out the war’s first air raid warning’. It was widely assumed London would be reduced to rubble within minutes of war opening, a perception heightened by distressing Spanish Civil War newsreels dwelling on the horrors inflicted on the civilian populations of Madrid or Chinese cities in the Sino-Japanese War. Immediate consternation was visible to Joseph Kennedy, the American ambassador to Britain, who saw the nervous anticipation of ‘quite a few white faces among the men’. ‘He didn’t wait long,’ he heard. ‘Isn’t that like Hitler to hop in minutes after war was declared?’13 Ellen Harris, a thirty-seven-year-old Reuter’s parliamentary correspondent, jumped off a bus alongside all the other passengers in Islington. ‘So now, here was the first warning, your mind immediately flew to the worst of everything,’ she thought. People did not know what to expect. They scrambled into the nearest air-raid shelter, mothers carrying babies, ‘even little babies with their gas masks on’. Clattering down the stairs, they heard unsettling warnings from air-raid wardens calling out ‘mind the live wires’ because the shelter had not been finished. ‘That to me was the first shock,’ she declared. ‘I thought, what a terrible thing, I wonder if this has happened all over the country.’ It had in many parts. ‘They’d seen something off the coast and this alarm was given, put the wind up everybody but there was no raid.’14 False alarms did little to uphold the dignity of air-raid precaution staff who in the lead up to war were maligned as being an unnecessary and expensive nuisance to an ever discerning and ready to comment British public. ‘Where is this ’ere war?’ one old chap asked ARP warden William Holl, with one eye cocked upwards, as he lit his pipe and passed on.15


     Gladys Cox, likewise startled by the false alarm, was nervous, startled and bewildered, ‘glimpsing dimly that all my known world was toppling about my ears’. Things would not be the same again. ‘Chamberlain had a most profound effect on me,’ admitted one man. ‘I remember him saying “we are now at war with Germany” and he almost cried at the implications it meant to himself and everyone in the country.’ Nella Last, a forty-nine-year-old housewife living at Barrow-in-Furness, grasped what it meant for her two sons, both of military age. Observing the profusion of sailors at Portsmouth while on holiday at Southsea two months before, she noticed the ‘slightly brooding faraway look’ on their faces. ‘They all had it – even the jolly-looking boys – and I felt I wanted to rush up and ask them what they could see that I could not.’ War was fast threatening their security at sea. ‘And now I know,’ she reflected.16 The man listening to Chamberlain’s broadcast continued with the same realisation.


 


I felt pretty low I tell you. We were just starting out our life. We were just getting our home together. We were newly married and I knew full well, I should have to go.


 


Like the rest of the male population of England, his circumstances had to be radically revised.


 


Our life was going to be completely and utterly changed. The first thing, I was going to be parted from my wife. The first and most important thing. The second was I’d got to give up my home and my job had to go. I felt absolutely, completely and utterly shattered.17


 


The BBC broadcast a feature on turning civilians into soldiers, reporting on bayonet training at a Tidworth army camp. An enthusiastic army NCO instructor was recorded singing out in a rising and falling staccato about the fundamentals of bayonet fighting. It was a light-hearted introduction to a world the sensitive would consider positively surreal. ‘This is known as the throat, this is the left breast and this is the right breast and this is the stomick! Turn about! Now these are the kid-er-neys. Those are the places where you kill a man! So I want you now to do what I tell you. First rank behind the dummies – Move!’


     Nella Last had confided to her diary the look on her son’s face ‘when someone mentioned bayonet charging’. ‘He has never hurt a thing in his life: even as a little boy, at the age when most children are unthinkingly cruel, he brought sick or hurt animals home for me to doctor.’ He would join the army and would be trained to kill. The instructor advised his bayonet-wielding recruits in the BBC broadcast: ‘You’re not on Buckingham Palace Guard! Now! Three good points: at the right groin, at the stomach, at the throat. Point! Not with your finger! Get in there and kill ’im!’18


     Nella thought of her son Cliff. ‘It’s dreadful to think of him having to kill boys like himself – to hurt and be hurt. It breaks my heart to think of all the senseless, formless cruelty.’ It was her last day with her son at home.19


     Bella Keyzer from Dundee also appreciated: ‘We knew Hitler was evil and we knew that Fascism had to be destroyed. But it was with mixed feelings that you looked at your brother and thought, he is the one who is going to have to go and fight.’


     Tommy McSorley from Glasgow recalled his father kissing him on the forehead at about nine o’clock the day war was declared. ‘Well, son,’ he said, ‘that’s me away to the sodgers.’ He didn’t see him again for two and a half years.20


     Three days later on Wednesday at 0650 the radar station at Southend plotted what appeared to be 200 aircraft approaching the River Thames estuary from the east. Alexander Korda’s recent film of Things to Come (1936) was a fictional dramatisation of world war breaking out at Christmas 1940, with ‘Everytown’ – a pseudonym for London – massively bombed to rubble and reduced to panic after bat-like swarms of aircraft fly in from across the white cliffs of Dover. Mass German raids were likewise fearfully anticipated.


     RAF Bomber and Coastal Command reported they had no friendly aircraft operating in the area. Fighter Command labelled the approaching armada ‘hostile’. Air-raid sirens howled across London again even as anti-aircraft guns began to bang away at fighter aircraft engaged in combat. A Hurricane squadron tore into the twin-engine ‘hostiles’ and the first RAF twin-engine Blenheim fighter spun into the ground. A technical radar fault caused Fighter Command to swarm in to intercept their own aircraft. Two Hurricane fighter squadrons engaged each other in the spiralling dog-fight and two aircraft belching flame and smoke spun into the ground, killing one of the pilots. The ‘Battle of Barking Creek’, fought over Essex amid swirling aircraft and puffs of anti-aircraft fire, provided an ignominious start to the air war.21


     Part of the world left behind on 3 September had been fear of war, which changed once it became an irreversible actuality. There was an instinctive dread of war based on the experience of 1914–18 and certainty that a more modern one would be worse. Alec Douglas-Home, Chamberlain’s private secretary recalled the extent to which:


 


The shock to the national system of the First World War had really gone very, very deep. It is almost impossible now, looking back to see how deep it had gone. The trench warfare of the last four years of the First World War had really bitten into everybody’s soul. You will remember of course, there was to be no more war, it was the war to end all wars.22


 


Every family had anguished memories, even children. ‘Hadn’t I heard all about my uncle Tom who, in the First World War, had been gassed, blinded and wounded?’ declared schoolgirl Elizabeth Aynsley, about to be evacuated. ‘Hadn’t I heard how, after a time in hospital, he had been returned to the front where he had been blown to pieces?’ Thirty-nine-year-old Madge Kershaw lost all her male classmates. Asked why she never married, her indignant response was: ‘Young man – there were no young men!’ An attractive Miss G M Hodges left school in 1920 ‘pitched into a world bereft of my pre-war boyfriends and my father having died in 1915, three days after my thirteenth birthday’. His last birthday gift had been a topaz stone mounted in a hand-wrought gold wire brooch. She lost it on a western front pilgrimage ‘in the midst of those days and days of experiencing those acres and acres of small wooden crosses’. It was the last straw. Gazing hopelessly over the vista of crosses she accepted it would never be retrieved and broke down and wept. ‘It was really such a horrible war,’ declared Nance Satterthwaite, whose mother lost both brothers, the youngest at nineteen. ‘They would never have another war,’ she declared, ‘people did not want it.’23


     Rearming and resurgent Germany had replaced the perfidious French of Napoleonic times as the traditional British arch-enemy in the twentieth century. Feelings about them were ambivalent. ‘I find that conversation at dinner tables, drifts inevitably to Germany and the Germans,’ recalled journalist Phillip Gibbs, referring to the talking point at society soirées. ‘“Personally I like the Germans,” said the lady at my left elbow. “I believe Hitler means peace when he says peace. Why don’t we take him at his word? After all, the Germans are the best organized people in the world.” ’24


     Press comment was raking over scandalous innuendos about an apparent relationship between Unity Mitford, the daughter of Lord Redesdale, and Adolf Hitler. Her sister Diana was married to Sir Oswald Moseley, the leader of the British Union of Fascists. Upon the declaration of war, Unity sensationally attempted to commit suicide in Berlin.


     Middle-class opinion was often felt to be too compromising to the ‘Nastys’ – ‘Nazi’ was a difficult pronunciation for the less well-informed. Joan Thorp in London complained to the left-leaning Picture Post magazine about ‘people ignorant enough to spend a fortnight as tourists in Nazi Germany, and return full of the atmosphere of peace and plenty, lack of panic and general friendliness of the Nazis’.25 The majority of people visiting Nazi Germany thought otherwise. ‘There can be no compromise with these people,’ declared journalist Robert Byron after viewing the final Nuremburg 1938 Nazi Rally with Unity Mitford. ‘There is no room in the world for them and me, and one has got to go. I trust it may be them.’ Without compromising ideals he was lost at sea in 1941 due to enemy action.26


     Britain’s working class were under no illusion who the enemy was. W J Cooksey wrote: ‘I am an ordinary working man, which in my part of Great Britain means an unemployed man.’ A veteran of the Great War, he admitted: ‘I suppose I shall fight in the war that is expected now.’ Munich was a ‘let down’ he declared, so he was not going to fight for Chamberlain, rather against Hitler and Mussolini, and not for the ‘callous selfish holders-on to privilege, who are ready to betray me and mine, those people whom they know so little about’.27


     With one in five of the working population unemployed during the 1930s the immediate problem was not a resurgent Germany, but the economy. Attention focused on economic and social survival, not developing crises in Europe. ‘I’m not talking starving in the sense of people in South Africa,’ explained Labour youth activist Ted Willis, ‘but I’ve known hunger pangs and not known where the next meal was coming from.’ Their domestic situation was fragile. ‘I’d seen desperation on my mother’s face,’ he admitted, having to feed five children and his father. Even so, there existed a basic moral decency in local societies at this time based on shared hardship. Ted Willis recalled frustration on returning famished after school to see his mother on her way out to deliver their stew to a more deserving family. ‘But I’m hungry!’ he remonstrated, prompting an immediate face slap in response. ‘You’re hungry,’ his mother jabbed at him, ‘but they’re starving!’


     Nevertheless, the threat of emerging Nazi Germany was to eclipse even social problems at home. ‘I can’t describe to you our feelings about Chamberlain adequately,’ Ted Willis explained, ‘he was regarded as the arch-enemy.’ Munich was the catalyst. ‘We felt he had betrayed the country, he made war more inevitable, not less inevitable.’28 Even apolitical travellers to Germany were detecting signs of menace. ‘I was not thinking seriously about anything except enjoying myself,’ said twenty-nine-year-old nurse Mary Lloyd on a ski trip near Munich in 1938. ‘I was a youngster on the first big holiday I ever had.’ All around she saw swastikas, which in hindsight exuded menace. ‘People periodically listened to their wireless in the shops, there was a lot of excitement,’ she recalled.


     Sixteen-year-old Tony Hibbert was learning German in Bavaria to prepare for entry into the family wine trade. ‘Everyone was in uniform around me,’ he recalled. He studied alongside two Hitler Youth members, who trained to be motor-cyclists in their spare time. This was oddly militaristic because they drove a circuit with bogus signposts ‘declaring so and so many kilometres to Paris’. Taking tea with the two family sisters he boarded with he heard complaints that two-thirds of their family had been lost in the Great War and ‘that bloody little man Hitler was going to make it happen again’. Hibbert returned to England and decided against the wine trade and opted for a commission at Sandhurst in 1938 instead, ‘because there was going to be a war in two years time anyway’.29


     ‘The fear was there ticking away like a bomb,’ explained Labour youth member Ted Willis. An IRA bomb explosion in Coventry in August coincided with a RAF bomber flying overhead on air manoeuvres and caused some panic. Eleven million Peace Petition signatories accompanied by marches with demands to the government to form a pact with Russia had come to nought. Indeed, Hitler’s Non-Aggression Pact with Russia the same month was a diplomatic coup that confounded all in its cynical effect. ‘In our hearts I think that there was realization that the machinery was in motion, it couldn’t be stopped,’ reflected Willis, ‘that the bomb was going to explode one day.’30


     People looked to BBC radio for news. ‘My knowledge of the crisis comes from the wireless,’ declared Miss French in a Mass Observer report, ‘for I never miss any news bulletins that I can possibly have.’31 When the BBC merged its national and regional services on 1 September it signalled both the scale of the emergency and the thoroughness of preparations to meet it; this made uncomfortable listening. Gas warnings, the radio announced, would be relayed by the sound of hand rattles. Such an incongruous mix of familiar football match devices alongside the creeping horror of Great War trenches caused uneasiness and confusion. Clipped and urbane BBC upper-class accents accentuated the unreality of some transmissions:


 


Yesterday we broadcast a reminder of the proper way to look after the gas masks that have been distributed and a warning against strange misuses such as testing the masks in gas ovens and by the exhaust pipes of motor cars. Today . . . the public are warned against this highly dangerous practice. The government respirators are not designed to give any protection against ordinary domestic gas, which would not be used in war.32


 


Gwyneth Thomas, a nurse working at Highgate hospital, recalled the panic-stricken rush to fit masks during the false air-raid alert that sounded in London immediately after Chamberlain’s radio speech declaring war. Consultants rushed into the wards to ensure every patient put one on. Pandemonium ensued when the nurses realised ‘we couldn’t, the patients couldn’t breathe’ and soon ‘they were terrified, crying and pleading not to make them put them on – well, I didn’t make them wear one,’ declared Gwyneth.33


     Four-year-old Len Lewis in Portsmouth wore the colourful small child’s ‘Micky Mouse’ mask version. It had a rubber vent ‘and this made a rude noise every time you breathed through it,’ he remembered. ‘Most of the boys would see who could blow the loudest raspberry sound.’ Circumstances, however, were not always funny. Baby gas masks were a grander version of the adult mask, a mini-chamber that was laced up with the baby inside. Len recalled how distressing it was to see his baby brother crammed inside while his mother and next door neighbour tried to work out how to lace him up. ‘The thing was laid out on the dining table and I could see him through the gas mask window bawling his eyes out. He was obviously very frightened. I started crying too, because I thought he could not breathe.’34


     Kate Phipps, a nurse involved in supporting ARP work, remarked how ‘some people are getting jittery, and expecting to be annihilated at any moment by bombers that cross the coast unannounced’. Her experience of training and preparation thus far lead her to hope ‘if that happens that one will cop a nice clean hit, and not linger on badly injured or having to clear up the mess with inadequate help’. ARP women volunteers were issued with unflattering blue shirts and dark blue trousers but often kept their inappropriate and coloured civilian shoes, looking distinctly non-martial with up-turned soup-plate tin helmets. This incongruous uniform seemed to reflect their preparedness to face the anticipated intense air-raids. There are ‘great arguments as to where wounded gas casualties are to be treated’, she observed. ‘Does one treat wounds first or gas? At what point are they removed from contaminated stretchers? Are the contaminated dead to be decontaminated or kept separate from the “clean corpses”? If it wasn’t so serious it would be ludicrous.’35


     ‘Patriotism,’ remembered Stanley Tress, ‘ran like a thread through everything, through your school, family, through society. We thought that the Empire was a force for good in the world, a benign force.’ This emotion would be largely unrecognised today. Empire Day was held on Queen Victoria’s birthday. Children were bombarded with imperial propaganda, which was an important part of the school curriculum. In Bolton schools were asked to identify the ‘Empire’s Heroes’ through projects and essays. Twelve and a half million visitors attended the 1938 Empire Exhibition hosted at Glasgow. As Tress commented: ‘we thought that the British were a little better than most people.’ Nobody could have foreseen the extent to which the Empire’s sun had already set. Britain was still a superpower, her flag flew over one-fifth of the globe and beneath it was one quarter of the world’s population.


     ‘Even working men at that time, many of whom had a rather poor standard of life, were nevertheless intensely patriotic,’ assessed Stanley Tress, ‘and thought generally that the “British” was better than ten foreigners.’36 This war was to bring even more political and social change than the Great War that preceded it.


     There was less patriotic fervour in the Dominions than in 1914. Britain’s declaration of war was accepted and followed, but often with some misgiving. There were few formal military agreements. Military support had to be negotiated. Many within the Dominions had the feeling it was ‘not our war’. British politicians had blundered in, it was up to them to blunder out. Moreover this underlying feeling was not unique to the Dominions and colonies.


     ‘It is difficult to describe the mood and attitude of ordinary folk during the early years of the war,’ declared Barbara Davies, who aspired to be a nurse but was to be driven by force of circumstance to become an aircraft factory worker. ‘It may sound trite but we were all eager to do our bit. We young ones were as idealistic as the youngsters of today. The war seemed to heighten the emotions. We blamed “the old fools” in Parliament for this country’s predicament. We, the next generation, had to do something about it.’37


     Part of the world-changing in Britain was an intangible appreciation that somehow their betters had let them down. British politicians appeared to have failed to handle a series of crises, suggesting control and a deft hand was found wanting. Gunnar Hagglof, a Swedish diplomat reflecting on events, asked, ‘has British foreign policy ever been so mishandled?’38 The British public was starting to believe their betters may not be as reliable as inter-war social hierarchy so comfortably assumed.


     Even the declaration of war was mismanaged. Exasperated TA soldier Wilf Saunders commented: ‘to us, the deferment until Sunday 3rd September of the official declaration of war was no more than a rather strangely delayed formality.’39 To begin with Chamberlain had proposed Parliament adjourn for a two-month summer holiday in August when even the most optimistic had recognised war was imminent. The Prime Minister next indulged in a fish-and-line holiday while his staunch critic, Churchill, not in government, visited French troops on the Maginot Line. The bombshell of a Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact burst on the scene amid half-hearted British and French diplomatic representations to do the same. War – embarrassingly – was not declared on 1 September, when the German invasion of Poland clearly demonstrated violation of the ultimatum, because the French were not ready, delayed by mobilisation unpreparedness, to agree the joint declaration sought. ‘What’s the Prime Minister about?’ was the background to the cheers the Deputy Leader of the Opposition attracted from both sides of the House of Commons when he asked Chamberlain, despite more German bombing in Poland, ‘I wonder how long we are prepared to vacillate?’40


     One government plan at least was well conceived and executed and this was the evacuation of schoolchildren, which began the day Hitler invaded Poland. Movement was based on the premise that 600,000 civilians would die and one and a quarter million likely wounded in the first two months of any war. By early September three and three-quarter million individuals participated in an exodus involving nearly 4,000 special trains and seventy-two London transport stations alone. Red London buses carried 230,000 passengers to London stations and wartime homes.41


     ‘Aren’t we going to stay here always?’ asked one seven-year-old boy, eyes brimming with tears. ‘I saw the look on the mother’s face,’ described Nella Last during one such initial parting, ‘and my heart ached as I thought how I would have felt if my family had been scattered.’ Increased mobility was one of the primary dynamics producing the changes that left the world of the 1930s behind. Evacuation presaged some 60 million changes of address from a population of 38 million in England and Wales during six years of war. To have seven or eight homes during the coming war, none of them permanent, was not uncommon. Parting was the most emotional part of the initial process. Richard Reeve left his weeping mother surrounded by other tearful parents and children the day after his ninth birthday. ‘I wanted to cry, but being a boy, I forced on that stiff upper lip. It may have quivered a little though.’42


     Parting was followed by the journey, often by train. Richard Reeve’s little world began to crumble because ‘I had always believed that Mum and Dad ran my world and protected me’. Tommy McSorley’s train puffing out of Glasgow was ‘the start of a great adventure. Everything was magic. When the train left you could hear the cheers.’ New could however be strange and disconcerting. Peering out of the train window half an hour later: ‘All I could see was the white things. The place was full of them. I was terrified in case all these white animals should all gang up on us and eventually attack the whole train. It was only later on that I actually discovered they were sheep.’43


     When the masses of children began to arrive at their destinations the migration revealed at a glance what decades of static hierarchical living had never meaningfully shown before. The nation had an inward glimpse at itself which revealed the abyss between rich and poor. Many on both sides would never be the same again. J D Bones, assisting at a selection centre in a Colchester school, thought he was poor until the arrival of mothers and babies from the East End of London. He was horrified: ‘I remember some poor little girl tripped and fell in the hall and I saw that she was naked under her thin cotton frock. Well, I had always a pair of pants, they may have been a bit ragged but I had some.’44


     The pain of the billeting process became even more pronounced when cultural and economic gulfs opened up. Quite often children were lined up in village halls and schools where householders would come and take their pick. The latter became disgruntled missing out on earlier choices while it was upsetting for the children who remained lingering. ‘My mother said “they must be together” remembered Elizabeth Aynsley, standing forlornly alone with her little brother. ‘I looked out of the window saying fiercely to myself, “I don’t care if no one wants me, I don’t care.” I had never felt so unwanted in all my life.’45


     Goodwill soon evaporated when householders were given obviously verminous children or if bed-wetting occurred. One young girl described living with an old lady who ‘frightened the life out of me and I proceeded to bed-wet practically every night, which must have been rather nasty for her’. Official estimates of the number of children so afflicted varied from 4 to 30 per cent but, whatever the number, it represented a serious burden to many a housewife. ‘Instead of treating this in a nice or gentle manner, she used to come in about 11 o’clock,’ continued the girl, ‘yank me out of the bed and insist I went to spend a penny.’ Of course this did not work. ‘After she’d left the room, I’d wet like mad, much to the horror of my elder sister who used to try and dry the bed before morning.’46 ‘Dear Mum,’ began one postcard to a parent, ‘I don’t like the man’s face. I don’t like the lady’s face much. Perhaps it will look better in daylight. I like the dog’s face best.’47


     Both sides of the class divide had subsequently to learn to live with or alongside each other. Most homes with rooms to spare were middle-class, while a significant proportion of evacuees were from working-class backgrounds. Despite negative aspects, the nation’s mothers revealed a warmth and good nature towards other people’s children during those early September days that have endured in relationships to this day.


     Many of the children glimpsing these new surroundings would forever leave the norms of 1930s life behind them. Helen Jackson remembered the impact upon her young charges in rural Scotland. ‘There were no chip shops. There was no cinema. They were appalled at what they found in the country, and they thought that we were primitive. And we thought they were . . . oh dear! It was a complete clash of cultures.’


     Glasgow boy Tommy McSorley indignantly rejected the farm-owner lady’s offer of milk from the cow she was milking. ‘No, there is no way I am going to drink that stuff. Cow’s urine! I couldn’t possibly drink that.’ Some youngsters meanwhile projected a maturity way beyond their years. One small Oxford boy astonished the two respectable ladies who took him in by offering to put himself to bed after supper ‘so you two old geezers can get off to the boozer’.48


     Evacuation seemed the only government success and even this was swiftly transcended by the total lack of enemy air activity that followed it, trivialising the emotional cost of the great migration. Many returned home by Christmas because ‘Phoney War’ had broken out. New York journalist Mollie Panter-Downes called it ‘the curious twenty-five percent warfare’, describing how ‘the war of nerves has degenerated into a war of yawns’.49 Everyone was slightly fed up with something or another and it reflected on the government: the Ministry of Information did not inform, the BBC was depressing, and worse, verging on boredom. There was even misguided exasperation that the bombs were not yet dropping. Until they did, it was universally thought that ARP workers paid £2.10s a week did little except wait around playing cards. Housewife Nella Last described the veil of depression settling over many after one month of inactivity: ‘I think people are beginning to feel the war – blackouts and restrictions – for a gloom seems over us all. I’ve shaken off my fit of the uglies, but I felt I’d just crawl into a hole – and pull the hole in after me.’50


     Flight Lieutenant Peter Townsend RAF, flying with 43 Squadron, observed a final peacetime scene from his Hurricane fighter flying the last sector reconnaissance from Tangmere just before the outbreak of war. ‘It was the last time we should see the friendly lights of Horsham, Brighton and Portsmouth spread out below.’ The next time he would do it ‘would be in the inky darkness of the blackout’.51 Nella Last called it ‘the City of Dreadful Night’ which had a ‘strangeness that appalled me’. Blackout was universally detested and is difficult for anyone today to appreciate the sense of isolation verging on panic that could afflict those who often lost their way in the dark. Solitary men were often heard swearing aloud groping in the darkness, while many women admit to being reduced to tears. ‘Once the lights went out,’ said one man, ‘it was a matter of putting your feet and feeling if there was anything there before you put your weight on it.’ It was a habit that had to be developed in wartime, ‘and it was a work of art putting your feet along, yet maintaining a steady pace’. One woman crossing the street in pitch darkness recalled blundering ‘against something I couldn’t identify at all, which frightened me to death’. A man shone a torch revealing the ghostly outline of a troop of elephants making their way from the circus to their stables. ‘It gave me quite a fright coming up against this monstrous thing,’ she later laughed.52 About 20 per cent of the population was to sustain some sort of injury on Britain’s darkened streets during the war, giving vent to the criticism that the government were doing more deadly work than the clearly absent Luftwaffe.


     The Phoney War was one with all holds barred. It smacked of the appeasement desire of the government not to go to war and was totally out of kilter with the general public’s desire to ‘get it done’. War did not appear to be taken seriously as if ‘someone’ was looking for a reasonable solution. Waiting for something to happen made it a queer and sinister time. Krupp’s armament factories in the Ruhr were not allegedly bombed because they were private companies. RAF pilots risked lives dropping leaflets instead of high explosives. One was admonished for dropping them in bundles: ‘Good God, man, you might have killed somebody!’ he was told. Another, back late from an operation, explained the delay: ‘he’d been as quick as possible pushing them under people’s doors.’53 The Royal Navy provided the main headlines during the Phoney War. TA soldier Wilf Saunders recalled ‘the sinking of the Royal Oak in mid October [at Scapa Flow] created a stir’ and ‘spirits soared with the sinking of the Graf Spee’ in December. But in England, the severe winter of 1940 appeared to cause more surprises with the freeze and subsequent floods than the course of the war.


     The army, the ‘Cinderella of the Services’, was not ready for war. Unpreparedness and the sudden mass dilution by TA and conscripts completely changed its ethos, size and structure, so that the small regular force that characterised the inter-war years soon formed yet another element of a world left behind in 1939. Julian Ridsdale, a subaltern in the Royal Norfolk Regiment, recalled the state of the 1st Division, the force that might have been called upon to resist Hitler’s remilitarisation of the Rhineland in 1936. The Wehrmacht marched in with only three battalions.


 


We had the same machine guns that we had finished the 14–18 war with, the Lewis gun. We had flags for men. My platoon that should have been 45 to 50 men had three or four. We were essentially a cadre for reinforcing the Indian Army and our forces in India, not a cadre for an expeditionary force in France. We relied on the French to do that.54


 


German conscription, begun the previous year, had already trained two or three mass waves of manpower sufficient for scores of divisions well before England’s belated change of course announced in April 1939. Only three years prior to war, General Edmund Ironside, the Eastern Command GOC, confided his opinion on the rearmament paper he had just received. ‘It is truly the most appalling reading,’ he wrote, ‘how we have come to this state is beyond believing.’ Virtually no resources had been devoted to tank development and Britain had slipped from lead place in the early 1930s to fourth by 1939. Ironside suggested ‘no foreign nation would believe it if they were told’.55


     Watching the departure for France of the initial four regular divisions of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was not unlike viewing the re-run of a 1914 newsreel, the soldiers were even dressed alike. Albert Gaskin, a twenty-three-year-old bugler with the Kings Shropshire Light Infantry, recalled crowds waving them off.


 


Soon the decks were crowded with khaki-clad soldiers, some very silent, wondering perhaps the same as I. Would this be the same as Dad’s war? Fix bayonets, over the top, barbed wire, mud and blood? As the troop ships nosed their way to the channel a friend of mine had brought along his long silver trumpet and he stood at the bows of the ship and played ‘Auld Lang’s Syne’. Looking around me on the deck I watched some of the troops for their reaction, and like me many were gulping and some were weeping, as I was unashamedly.56


 


All R H Medley’s five major-company commanders in the 2nd Battalion the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire Regiment were 1914–18 veterans and Military Cross holders, which meant that, though experienced, they were quite old. ‘Age differences between ranks were sufficient alone,’ he commented, ‘to create barriers even without the very formal atmosphere which existed in the officer’s mess at that time.’57 The average age of brigadiers and division commanders left behind in England was fifty-six, with some as old as sixty. During the Munich crisis the TA and Air Defence (AA gunners) had been called out and found wanting. With conflict imminent, an overtaxed War Office had to belatedly tackle four major projects, each overwhelming even in isolation. Fear of air attack required the expansion of Air Defence from five to seven AA Divisions. At the same time conscription was introduced and the TA was doubled, competing for the same man-power pool, and the first major expeditionary force to revisit France since 1918 required immediate despatch. Shortages, compromises and confusion were the unsurprising result. The exasperated Army Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, confided to his diary ‘it is a proper Granny’s knitting that has been handed out to us to unravel’ by the politicians.58


     In stark contrast to the Wehrmacht facing it, the BEF and French Army conducted precious little training on arrival, even though conflict was anticipated in the spring. Flight Lieutenant Bill Simpson’s Battle bomber squadron’s experience was typical. On landing in France the afternoon before war was declared two refuelling pumps broke, delaying the rest of the squadron’s refuelling until well after dark. Two ‘decrepit old buses’ then picked them up but ‘practically nothing had been arranged about our billets’. Village accommodation was not found until two o’clock in the morning. Champagne was available but no food, neither did they have francs to buy any. ‘Our presence was accepted with nonchalance,’ he remembered, ‘there was no enthusiasm.’ Simpson’s Phoney War ‘was spent moping about the aerodrome, getting thoroughly browned-off and hoping against hope for some real action’. The excitement of arrival quickly wore off and ‘was replaced by a feeling of anti-climax and of frustration’. Two things now dominated their miserable existence: leave and conjuring up amusement.59


     ‘They were firing mortars across the river somewhere,’ recalled twenty-seven-year-old David Howarth, a BBC war correspondent observing the Germans 150 yards away across the Rhine, ‘but anything warlike is done with an air of apology, one feels.’ The Germans called it Sitzkrieg. Unteroffizier Max Lachner manning German defences on the Upper Rhine recalled ‘our weeks flowed by peacefully’ until one morning they were surprised by a sudden barrage from the French bunkers across the river. ‘My people came out of the water and bushes naked and half-naked, jumped into uniform and manned their defence positions and we waited – nothing happened.’ Soon a French soldier emerged with a huge white sheet gesticulating at the area behind his bunker. The penny dropped. Lachner and his men appreciated they were the victims of a visiting French general ‘who had instructed the poor machine gunner to give the Boche a good going over with the gun’. Whenever the white sheet appeared, the German soldiers took cover. Coming from the Alsace (a province that had historically changed hands following Franco-German conflicts), ‘we realised that the fellows on the other side were our age’, recalled Lachner, ‘and endured the same unfortunate school time as us’.60 BBC reporter Howarth saw exactly what was going on. ‘There were a couple of German soldiers wandering about which didn’t seem to worry the French – one gathered it wasn’t worthwhile to shoot at the Germans because a lot of other Germans would shoot back.’61


     ‘I was a civilian soldier not a professional one,’ remarked conscript Jack Brunton called up in June 1939. He described the diverse elements the rapidly expanded BEF needed to incorporate before anticipated operations in the spring. ‘There’s three types of soldier: there’s the regular soldier who’s joined up to do the type of work they were meant to do, there’s the part-time Territorial who played at soldiers at week-ends for the fun of it; then there’s the civilian soldiers – the militia.’


     Brunton saw himself in the last category. His three-year course of study to qualify as an architect required him to work in the building trade by day to pay for evening classes at night. But he was conscripted. ‘The whole pattern of my life was changed from that moment,’ he bitterly recalled. ‘Seven years of our youth were taken from us, which I have never recovered from.’ Deprived of his education and earning potential, he found ‘by the time the war finished, I was married and had to make a living’.62


     The BEF was a reluctant army, patriotic and prepared to do its bit, but wrankling at perceived ‘Colonel Blimps’ and the bureaucratic muddle that appeared to characterise Phoney War. There were shortages of everything. Although the TA was embodied into the regular army, the character of their formations remained the same. This was often described as the TA having an inflated opinion of their prowess alongside the regulars’ penchant to regard their capabilities as worse than they actually were. Attempts were made through cross-posting of individuals and units to share experience where practical. Training was stymied by the appalling winter weather, false invasion alarms and the bureaucratic inertia of guarding key static locations, which might soak up as much as 25 per cent of a division or 3,000 men. In France there was confusion over accommodation, training areas and operation plans. One indication of the parlous state of training was the 23 Division order directing ‘no man should be placed on guard at a Vital Point who has not fired a rifle’.63


     The BEF appeared not to be preparing for modern mobile war. Irritatingly it felt it was not told enough. ‘Gentlemen, tonight you leave this country for an unknown destination,’ recalled an infantry officer when the assembled battalion was addressed by the CO. ‘Later I hope to be able to tell you where it is, but at the moment I don’t know myself.’ Everyone had worked out it was France. ‘Keep your nob down and knock the Liebfraumilch out of the bastards,’ sang out one of the disingenuous sentries, as they made their way to the boat train. On arrival in France, all they appeared to do was mend roads and dig. Platoon commander R H Smedley remembered one of his sections took eight weeks to dig a position, whereupon they moved on. Another infantry officer caustically remarked:


 


During those eight months [of the Phoney War] I don’t think I took part in one field exercise, though I did construct a railway station yard, build a road and turn a stream into an anti-tank obstacle. When it was half-finished we left it to build the road. Again I’m wrong; we half-finished the road and left it to construct the railway yard.64


 


Soldiers in the new Expeditionary Force had a less trusting and more cynical attitude towards authority than their predecessors of 1914–18. The Depression had hit hard. Social deference towards officers was weakening but still in evidence. The upper echelons of society were still producing a disproportionate number of officers but public school was recognising that grammar school may have to be accommodated. Christopher Mayhew, a Territorial gunner in France, wrote home:


 


All I’m saying is, I loathe it. I loathe being told exactly when to get up, exactly what to wear, exactly how to fold my bed clothes and overcoat. I loathe people looking me up and down on parade, commenting on my boots, perhaps, or telling me I haven’t shaved enough. I loathe being marched to my meals, my games, and even to my prayers.


 


He was totally exasperated at the ‘army’s mania for uniformity’.65


     The soldiers in the BEF, like all other servicemen and women, reflected a microcosm of the society from which they were drawn. This society would be left behind after 1939. Increased mobility occasioned by evacuations and the priorities of service life meant that previously polarised classes not only saw each other for the first time, they had to live together. It was not always comfortable viewing. Newly joined soldier Ken Tout’s first barrack task was to teach another lad how to lace up his boots. ‘That 18-year old from the poverty stricken Gorbals had never before in his life been properly shod,’ he remembered. Eighteen-year-old Muriel Gane Pushman joined the WAAF from an upper-class family that celebrated her decision by toasting her with ‘bubbly’. She was then introduced to service lingerie: navy-blue knee-length knickers known as ‘blackouts’, just one glimpse of a foreign world, which had its own unique language. ‘What an extraordinary phrase I thought – “’effin off ”.’ Her new streetwise companions stifled their giggles at such naivety. When one girl, proffering advice about rapacious men, confided the origin of her expertise, the confused Muriel enquired: ‘Er, what “game” was that Rosie?’ She had not associated prostitution with Kipling’s description of high-level imperial intelligence on the North-West Frontier.


     ‘Hundreds of boys just like me from the hard times,’ recalled nineteen-year-old Coldstream Guardsman Bill Weeks in France. He had joined because of the Depression. ‘They talk about the good old days,’ he remarked, ‘I don’t think they were – bloody awful really.’ Soldiers joined not necessarily to fight for lofty ideals like ‘democracy’, signaller Wilf Saunders explained: ‘many young people of my age were getting pretty fed up with Hitler’s antics.’66


     War at this stage remained an adventure. ‘I was only 19 at the time and the others were only slightly older,’ recalled signaller Private Clive Tonry. ‘It was all rather marvellous actually – the adventure – skylarking schoolboys!’ ‘French drinks, at the equivalent of about two pence a glass seemed unbelievably cheap to men brought up in a stern land where the cost of living was around a shilling a pint,’ remembered Wilf Saunders. So, on a night out ‘we quickly resolved to try every bottle on the Café’s display shelf ’. Guardsman Bill Weeks, out with two mates, came across a mystery queue and, on enquiring, joined when told ‘Fish and Chips’. ‘When we got there we found it was a brothel!’ he laughingly confided. ‘It was – honest! So of course us boys did a runner and got out of it! Don’t forget we were only 19!’67


     At this time the German 18th Infantry Division, earmarked for future operations in France, was conducting route marches of up to forty to fifty kilometres per day. It had been severely bloodied during the twenty-seven-day Polish campaign, losing 12 per cent of its strength. Commanders and men had few illusions of what lay ahead. No time was lost in preparation. General Guderian commanding a new panzer corps drummed into his tank crews the necessity during training was to reach the River Meuse on the French-Belgium border in three days. The French General Staff assessed the very earliest it might be achieved was nine days. By contrast seventeen-year-old TA gunner William Seeney with 53 Brigade in the BEF felt that, despite being taught how to fire their artillery pieces, ‘we’d never been taught to be soldiers’. More to the point: ‘We’d never been trained to kill people. I mean just think, we were soldiers we’d never heard of a killing ground, and as for being killed yourself, blimey, that was the last thing you thought about.’68


     The young age of some of these soldiers was attracting occasional comment in the press at home. One First World War veteran voiced some prescient misgivings about the call up. ‘I do oppose the young ones going to the front,’ he wrote. ‘I speak from experience. No young fellow under 22 can stand up to the front line and live a normal life afterwards.’ He had been despatched to the front in 1914 aged eighteen. ‘The things I saw there – and did – I’ll never forget.’ His bitter commentary was: ‘A lad of 18 is little more than a schoolboy. If he can’t stick it, then his spirit is broken, he’s failed before his fellows, he’s dubbed a coward henceforward. If he does stick it, he becomes either a hard callous man, or a poor ditherer full of repressions.’69


     Many were soon to experience this dilemma. Despite the fact that conflict was anticipated in the spring, the men of the BEF had not transitioned to the practical realities a real shooting war would bring. Conscript Jack Brunton’s heart was not in the coming fight. ‘My generation were born just after the first war,’ he said, ‘and everyone was still recovering from it; then there was the General Strike in the ’twenties, then in the ’thirties, the Depression. Then, before we could get turned around, the second war started.’70


     ‘The way of living became quite easy,’ admitted Lance Bombardier William Seeney with the BEF in France, ‘The spring came along, the weather became pleasant and we settled down to a nice easy war; we also had a few days leave back in the UK and the war generally was almost forgotten.’


     But it was not. Even Seeney noticed: ‘all the time those people in their recce planes above were busy day in, day out.’71
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THE BLITZKRIEG EXPERIENCE


Naked Soldiers: Norway, April 1940


Shadowy sleek destroyers, larger cruisers and pocket battleships assembled at 0200 on the 7 April 1940 in the murk of the North Sea near lightship ‘F’, off the mouth of the River Weser. Ships glided in from Wilhelmshaven, Cuxhaven and Bremerhaven. Packed aboard each destroyer and filling every available space were up to 200 Gebirgsjäger, German mountain troops and other infantry with heavy weapons, equipment and light vehicles. Many had de-trained in total secrecy the night before near the Kaiser Lock at the mouth of the River Weser. Shipping was halted on the river to avoid unauthorised prying eyes. The gathering fleet turned northward and ran into the teeth of a force seven south-westerly gale with rising winds. Hitler was launching Operation Weserübung, a five-pronged assault upon the Norwegian coastline. It was the first air-land-sea operation in history, an enterprise typically as risky as his pre-war diplomatic forays.


     The Kriegsmarine, or German Navy, carried 8,850 men following in the wake of seven Trojan Horse merchant ships laden with troops that left Hamburg three days before. This was the initial wave of two mountain and five infantry divisions that would follow by sea or air. Fliegerkorps X was to fly in 8,000 troops with 500 JU 52 transport aircraft supported by 345 bombers, fighters and other aircraft. On land they anticipated opposing 40,000 to 50,000 Norwegian troops. Hitler characteristically insisted in his 1 March Directive that ‘numerical weakness must be compensated for by astute handling and the use of surprise’. The objective was to secure the passage of vitally needed iron ore supplies along the Norwegian coastline to Germany and secure the northern flank for future operations. By 1635 hours on departure day the first man was washed overboard from the destroyer Erich Koeller and left behind. ‘No rescue attempts were made,’ noted Kapitänleutnant (Lieutenant Commander) Heinrich Gerlach, the Narvik Gruppe operations officer. ‘On no account was there to be any interruption of the time schedule.’1


     Gerd Böttger, a correspondent on board, recalled ‘rain gradually changing into thick driving snow and huge mountains of water smashed against the front of the ship reaching the bridge’. The sea was wild, sweeping destroyers from astern, making them yaw so badly they could barely be held on course. Maintaining the scheduled speed of 26 knots caused some destroyers to roll 50 degrees, narrowly avoiding broaching. On 8 April the gale increased and with it came momentary contact with a British destroyer. The weather, having scattered the German flotilla, was more dangerous than the foe. When Kapitänleutnant Kurt Rechel increased the speed of the Bernd von Arnim to engage HMS Gloworm his bows dived under water at 30 knots, burying the forecastle and washing two men overboard. Rechel only righted his destroyer by decreasing speed. The heavy cruiser Hipper smashed Gloworm at point blank range after being rammed by the intrepid little ship, taking in 500 tons of sea water through the rent in the process. Only thirty-eight of the British destroyer’s crew were picked up in heavy seas while the German flotillas ploughed on.


     The stormy water was ‘glass green’ remembered Gerd Böttger and ‘everything not nailed down tightly, tied down two or three times, went overboard’. Sea states for the flotilla heading for Narvik reached force ten and the ships low in fuel rode high on the water and were battered even more. Edmund Hubert, the first mate of the destroyer Anton Schmitt, recalled the ‘dreadful voyage’ in the teeth of hurricane winds, ‘seas rolled over the length of the ship, ripping off everything not properly fastened’. Down below deck seasick vomiting Gebirgsjäger filled every conceivable corner. ‘They were so sick that all that came up was bitter bile.’ The relentless pace was maintained. ‘We had to maintain speed,’ Hubert recalled, ‘to achieve the scheduled time for our arrival at Narvik.’2


     Operation Weserübung, the combined invasion of Denmark and Norway, burst upon an unsuspecting Europe like a thunderclap on 9 April because all eyes were on France, where an attack in the spring was expected. ‘The blow fell on me personally at 5.50 in the morning when I was still in bed in my Copenhagen flat,’ recalled Anthony Mann. ‘We were wakened by a mighty roar of engines, wave after wave of bombers almost at rooftop height. Handfuls of pale green leaflets burst from each plane and floated lazily down to the almost deserted street. They informed the Danish people that Germany had forestalled an attack on Norway and Denmark by Churchill.’3


     This was not necessarily untrue. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had agreed with the French to mine Norwegian waters to block the transit of iron ore and landings were envisaged at four locations to enforce this. An ironic scenario had developed whereby two sides at war with each other planned to invade a neutral bystander at the same time to protect it from the other. Denmark capitulated on the same day, Norway was to prove different.


     As the German assault Gruppe began to approach Norway’s 1,550-mile coastline, their objectives: Narvik, Trondheim, Bergen, Kristiansand and the capital Oslo seemed almost impossibly dispersed. Ships were mercifully becalmed as they slipped in out of the gales, entered the narrow fjords breaking up the coastline and stealthily approached their objectives. All were in German hands within twelve hours, taken via a mixture of surprise, bluff and ruthless aggression when forestalled. Not one initial landing exceeded 2,000 men and, despite some small hard fought naval actions, opposition was suppressed and follow-on units landed. ‘Am putting in with permission of Norwegian government. Escorting officer on board,’ signalled the cruiser heavy group entering the Oslo fjord. As they picked their way between the forts guarding the final approach to the capital the newly commissioned German cruiser Blücher was mortally struck by two enormous – ironically Krupp-manufactured – 280mm coastal guns at the narrow strait and finished off with shore-mounted torpedoes. She capsized, but the remainder of the force disembarked before the narrows and proceeded to Oslo by train. Among Blücher’s 800 crew and 1,500 strong landing party was the Gestapo contingent earmarked to police the capital. Over 300 men perished during the freezing swim to nearby shore.


     Fog dispersed the initial parachute assault at Oslo’s Fornebu airport and most aircraft had to turn back to Denmark to refuel. Two JU 52s were shot down by Norwegian Gladiator bi-planes and the German Fallschirmjäger (parachute) first wave airlift commander was killed as his aircraft came in to land. It flew on to Denmark. First one and then later more JU 52 transport planes landed beyond the range of the airport’s intermittent defensive fire until the entire first wave returned from Denmark and landed in clearer weather. Aided by confusion and intimidating low-level Luftwaffe over-flights, the Germans bluffed the Oslo garrison into surrender.


     Most of the troops preceded by a military band that marched into Oslo had flown into the airport. ‘Norway’s capital in every quarter was a scene of dazed disorganization completely without leadership,’ reported an American correspondent at the scene. A city of nearly 300,000 inhabitants was being occupied by only 1,500 troops he observed. ‘It was a thin, unbelievably short column’ that ‘required only six or seven minutes to march past’, incongruously escorted by Norwegian policemen. Bluff, intimidation and audacious tactical skill supported by efficient organisation carried the day. The reporter felt the sinister intent of the column passing by: ‘They were hard-muscled stony-faced men. They marched with rifles on shoulders with beautiful precision. Mostly they stared straight ahead, but some could not restrain triumphant smiles in the direction of the onlookers.’4


     Prime Minister Chamberlain could not believe reports that the Germans had already captured Narvik, 600 miles from Oslo. It was incomprehensible, Norway was 1,100 miles long, the same north-south distance by which the United States separated Mexico from Canada. He announced to the House of Commons that the reports must be referring to Larvik, a small port just outside Oslo Fjord. The efficient execution of this joint air-land-sea operation crossed thresholds of scale that dwarfed previously accepted military experience.


     An undercurrent of British opinion began to develop suggesting the Scandinavian landings appeared easy for the Germans but difficult for the Allies. Denmark fell at the cost of twelve dead and twenty-three wounded Danes for twenty-three German casualties. German infantry simply walked ashore from merchant ships tied up in Norway, while Allied countermeasures ‘missed the bus’, as Chamberlain originally claimed of Hitler. Subsequent British experience in Norway was to confirm this sneaking perception. Norwegian forces resisted from the north of the country and were reinforced by British and French troops who landed at Namsos, Aandalsnes and Narvik between 14 and 19 April. A French-Polish Expeditionary Corps arrived by late April and early May. Ten German destroyers were sunk by the Royal Navy at a cost of two outside Narvik, during two naval battles on 10 and 13 April, but by then five German columns were already pressing northward from Oslo. The aim was to link up with the footholds already established on the coast, joining up a country-wide occupation like oil spots on water.


     The Norwegian experience began for British soldiers with the seeming absence of any coherent plan, before and during the campaign. General Edmund Ironside despaired of Chamberlain’s war cabinet from the very first when initial planning for an occupation of Norway was considered in March. ‘A more unmilitary show I have never seen,’ he concluded after a series of pointless technical questions ended with Chamberlain poring earnestly over a map of Norway and then asking about its scale. ‘The Cabinet presented the picture of a bewildered flock of sheep faced by a problem they have consistently refused to consider,’ claimed Ironside, suspecting the plethora of hypothetical formulas being put forward was to ‘shy off ’ decisions. ‘I came away disgusted with them all,’ he confided to his diary.5


     Private Joseph Kynoch, a TA Leicestershire Regiment soldier with 148 Brigade based near Rosyth, thought they were going to assist the Finns against the Russians. His battalion was embarked on the destroyer Afridi and then told they were going to Norway. ‘There was to be as many orders and counter orders as would fool not only the enemy but everyone else associated with the move, including ourselves,’ he complained. ‘To add to the chaos, most of our movements were carried out in the black-out,’ he added. Maps were issued ‘but were on such a large scale as to be fairly useless and also they were completely out of date and were collected up later on’. Like many embarking troops they found themselves on the wrong ship and re-embarked on the cruiser Devonshire. She in turn was summoned to resist the unexpected German invasion and troops were off-loaded again. ‘In the general mêlée that followed, some of our equipment was damaged as it was swung ashore willy-nilly in nets and dropped onto the quayside.’ Vital signalling equipment and ammunition ‘were left behind in the heat of the moment’ as the hastily formed naval group steamed off into the North Sea.


     Five days later they re-embarked on the Orion, sailing on 14 April, only to return to the Forth again that night. ‘There is nothing more frustrating and nerve racking for a soldier than stop-go attempts to get at the enemy.’ When they got back there was ‘much invective on board and much muttering about ourselves and Fred Carno’s army.’ Kynoch’s brigadier, Harold de Riemer Morgan, received his fifth plan of action on the 17 April while at sea en route to Norway, which changed his landing from Namsos to Aandalsnes. Stores from Kynoch’s ship Orion were transferred to Cederbank and she was sunk by a German U-boat en route. ‘All of our kit was on that boat, lorries, bren carriers, rations and ammo,’ grumbled ‘Crusty’ Curtis from the same battalion. It was a considerable blow. ‘We now had only our rifles, one or two anti-tank gun rifles and bren guns to face the enemy with,’ observed Joseph Kynoch gloomily, ‘and the clothes we stood up in.’ This was not the way to start a campaign. Snow blizzards enveloped the boat as they neared Norway. The weather reflected the prevailing mood. ‘We were naked soldiers now in more ways than one,’ reflected Kynoch, ‘as we shivered in the sub-arctic morning.’ They landed several days after the rest of their battalion, which had been split in two halves to serve the administrative rather than tactical imperatives of the mission.6


     Norway was a land of fjords and few roads, with the midnight sun bleakly reflecting over the rough terrain of 1,800 metre peaks. Twenty-one-year-old George Parsons with 5 Independent Company ‘landed at this place Mojöen, and imagine how we felt when we saw a towering ice-capped mountain in front of us standing about 2,000 feet high’. It was completely outside the experience of the British soldier. ‘We south London boys, we had never seen a mountain before, most of us had never been to sea before.’7 Lieutenant Patrick Dalzel-Job, one of very few Norwegian speakers, was embarked with the Expeditionary Force staff and two companies of the Scots Guards on the cruiser Southhampton. He recalled the dearth of knowledge about the land over which they were to fight. ‘None of the other officers on board, from the General downwards, knew anything about the country where they were supposed to operate, no arrangements had been made for landing troops there, and none of the officers or men had any knowledge of winter warfare.’8


     Norway was a strange little known land of which 69 per cent was bare mountainous country, completely open to air observation and attack except for the defiles, passes and valley bottoms through which the few roads passed. This was the terrain that characterised the Narvik area encountered by the British. Twenty-three per cent of the remainder was forest and lay within the zone being contested by the German Army in central and south-east Norway. Very little, only 3 per cent was cultivated, primarily around the settled areas and the remaining 5 per cent was rivers and lakes. ‘When I said that there would be deep snow on the north Norway coast at that time of year,’ which was spring time in England, ‘at first I was not believed,’ recalled Dalzel-Job. ‘There was consternation’ among the staff because the Expeditionary Force had brought motor cars and bicycles but ‘there were no skis, or snowshoes – nor any men trained to use them – and there was no white camouflage’. Ominously, there were also no anti-aircraft guns, which might well prove a problem. Londoner George Parsons had already noticed the ambient hue that never left the sky at night. ‘We saw dusk when we left Scapa [Flow] and we never saw any darkness after that.’ They were completely exposed to aircraft.9


     In comparison to these shortfalls, the British 146 Brigade, landing further south at Namsos, were ironically issued the full range of arctic stores and equipment. ‘What’s all this lot?’ asked Tom Carroll who had joined the Irish Guards earlier that year. They had extra shirts, vests, thick long pants and twelve pairs of knee-high woollen socks, supplemented by balaclavas, jerseys, gloves and ‘a wacking great big coat with snap fasteners on and fur hats’. Understandably they assumed ‘well, we must be going to some sub-zero place’. It was Harstad, a small fishing village in northern Norway. The winter clothing was so heavy and bulky that according to the jaundiced eye of their Force Commander, General Sir Adrian Carton de Wiart, they were reduced to the status of ‘paralysed polar bears’ being ‘scarcely able to move at all’.10


     In Norway the British soldier went to war against the elements first, the Germans came a close second. Private Joseph Kynoch, the TA soldier with the 1/5th Leicestershire Regiment, recalled that even simple manoeuvres were difficult in a country ‘alien to British troops surrounded as they were on all sides by densely forested heights, frozen lakes and the ever present snow’. It was bitterly cold and their unit had no arctic equipment. Indeed as Territorial part-time soldiers they were unused to basic field soldiering in even immoderate British weather conditions. To the dismay of their Norwegian allies they could not operate off roads, the only firm going underfoot because their footwear was unsuited to wet and freezing conditions. ‘By day in April the snow is like a bog to walk through, but when night comes it again freezes solid,’ remembered Kynoch; trench-foot – a familiar First World War affliction – and frostbite were the result. One Norwegian officer thought the seemingly unmartial Territorials looked like ‘untrained steel workers from the Midlands’. Digging defensive positions down was virtually impossible, so rock sangars, piles of stones, had to be built upwards. All this was learned through a painful process of trial and error. Greatcoats kept the cold out during the hastily snatched hour or two during short nights but were restrictive by day. Excessive sweat built up in the heat of day chilled and froze damp bodies at night. The climate and conditions proved a bitter adversary, as a more sympathetic Norwegian liaison officer Colonel Jensen commented: ‘A difficult job in a strange land, in frost and snow with dark thick forest on all sides. It might be difficult enough for us who are used to these conditions, but for them it must be sheer hell.’11


     When climate and enemy coincided, little went well for the British soldier in Norway. The Germans pushed two battle groups up country: Gruppe Oslo North-West with 163 Infantry Division reinforced by elements from two others, and Gruppe Oslo North, spearheaded by 196 Infantry Division. By 18 April they were advancing on a five-column front 120 kilometres beyond Oslo. Mobility on both sides was restricted to the few roads and railways that followed valley bottoms. Luftwaffe air supremacy enabled German reconnaissance to accurately pin-point British blocking positions in advance, whereas the British had to constantly react to unexpected engagements. Lone roads were shot free of any moving traffic by aircraft and suspected pockets of resistance in villages ruthlessly bombed. ‘Where the hell’s the RAF?’ was the question after incessant air-raids. ‘Where are all our Spitfires and Hurricanes?’ ‘No one answered the question’ recalled Joseph Kynoch, ‘no one could.’


     This was the first war in history during which air power would play a decisive role. Its one-sided application against British soldiers rudely disabused commanders who had previously assumed the difficulty of moving artillery forward in mountainous terrain would confer some defensive advantage. Air-raids were a brutal psychological and physical shock, typically initiated by the sudden appearance of bombers. They could rarely be discerned early enough due to limited vision from steep-sided forested valley bottoms. ‘Get down,’ was the only warning Kynoch received: ‘The high pitched scream of the falling bombs gradually fell down the scale and ended abruptly with a dull crump and a crack of an explosion which made the ground beneath our bodies heave and tremble. Then the debris began to fall and shrapnel howled and hissed all around us and we were thankful for our steel helmets.’12


     Immediately following behind were Messerschmitt ME 109 fighters flying and strafing so low that pilots could clearly be seen squinting through Perspex cockpits. The experience was terrifying and many veterans testify to the utter helplessness of their situation with no anti-aircraft protection. Infantry sections could lie in a line and attempt volley fire, aiming just in front of the propeller. Kynoch’s section succeeded on one rare occasion in winging a fighter that subsequently crashed. More men were wounded than killed and each casualty tied up four others who had to carry him. Bombers dropped incendiaries on forested valley sides to burn out and force the abandonment of prepared positions.


     The momentum of the German advance along difficult roads, swiftly overcoming road blocks in concert with the flying artillery of the Luftwaffe, was maintained by advance detachments of a platoon of two or three light Panzer I tanks accompanied by infantry on bicycles. Light though these ‘Krupps sports cars’, as the Germans nicknamed them, were, they remained impervious to British or Norwegian anti-tank fire. Heavier lorry-borne forces of infantry on captured or sequestered civilian Norwegian vehicles followed with horse-drawn artillery. They came across fragmented and hastily established defence positions. Shortages of equipment prompted the British commander of ‘Maurice Force’ operating alongside the 5th Norwegian Division near Trondheim to declare there was ‘very little point in remaining in that part of Norway sitting out like rabbits in the snow’. He recommended evacuation. Under-equipped British troops were road-bound to valley bottoms while their Norwegian allies were better equipped to hold valley sides. Coordination, however, was not good because, as Lieutenant Patrick Dalzel-Job explained, ‘I never met a British or French officer in Norway who could pronounce Norwegian place-names, and mistakes and delays owing to errors in Allied signals were the rule rather than the exception.’13 Once fighting began, chaos reigned.
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