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‘Vivid reading. Knowing that some of the fighting in the Burmese jungle was hand-to-hand is one thing; reading what it was like to take part in a bayonet charge is quite another’
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‘But for Somerville, many of the stories in this fascinating book would have been lost with the deaths of their tellers. This is the first time some of these men and women have spoken about their experiences’
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‘An extraordinary kaleidoscope of the last Imperial experience’
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‘An engrossing, well told story of terror, extraordinary courage and friendships forged for life. And humour. Somerville wisely gives his interviewees free rein to show that even in the most frightening incidents, people can still raise a smile’


Huddersfield Examiner


‘A beautifully produced book … enabling so many different voices from the Commonwealth to enrich our knowledge of the experiences of war’
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‘It is truly and even-handedly a Commonwealth history. All its combatants are given attention’


Newsweek Bulletin


‘A readable, revealing book … This is an inspiring story: politicians and generals make the decisions but it is the ordinary people who make history’
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INTRODUCTION


‘Antigua … Barbados … Cameroon … Dominica …’ Dozens of square white placards, bobbing under the trees along Birdcage Walk. ‘Fiji … Ghana … Kenya … Lesotho …’ A roll-call of Empire in the heart of London, to the thump and blare of military bands. ‘Mauritius … St Lucia … Trinidad and Tobago … Turks and Caicos …’


Under the placards the sun winked on cap badges and medals, and on brass cuff buttons, carefully shined, rising and falling as their owners marched past towards Buckingham Palace. Some marched with chests out and heads up, keeping step; others shuffled along, limping and puffing, or were trundled by in wheelchairs. On this hot August morning in 1995, under berets and regimental headgear, hundreds of elderly faces trickled with sweat, and with tears.


The onlookers stood five and six deep along the roadway. Fifty years ago there had been crowds here in London, at the centre of the great British web of Commonwealth, applauding some of these same marchers. Back then, on VJ Day 1945, they had cheered the young men and women in their chaotic flush of celebration of victory over Japan, and the final slamming of the door on the war they had all been fighting. Now the crowds, stimulated by enormous newspaper, radio and television coverage of these never-to-be-repeated events, were cheering the wrinkled faces and stepping out into the roadway to shake the thin-skinned hands of these grandfathers and grandmothers in their kaftans and blazers, berets and head-dresses, flown in from the five continents and the scattered ocean communities of the world for one last gathering in the little island off north-west Europe that had once mothered them all.


What lay behind the tear-streaked cheeks, the surprisingly unsmiling faces of the marchers, few of the onlookers could guess. The veterans had kept their own counsel all too well. Very few had ever sat down with their children and told them what had really happened, what they had actually seen and done in the jungles of Burma or the prison camps of Poland and Borneo, in the wadis of the Western Desert, in the night sky over Berlin, out among the Mediterranean islands or in the North Atlantic Ocean. The old taboo on ‘being a bore about the war’ forbade it. Those who were there would know. As for those who were not, they’d never understand. They’d be bored, or pruriently greedy for horrors that were better left with the trapdoor shut on them. A generation – the veterans’ own children – had grown up and grown middle-aged with only a shadowy notion, at best, of the world-shaking events that had shaken their parents’ lives to the very roots. Few schools in the post-war years had bothered with the Second World War – such recent history – as a serious subject for study.


One veteran, a former bomber pilot with the RAF, died shortly after being interviewed for this book. At his funeral service it came out that he had never spoken a word about his war experiences to his own family. The tape-recording of his interview – a perceptive, bulldog account of seventy operations over Germany – had been his first and last testimony of war.


There has never been a mobilisation of peoples, in the history of the world, comparable to that during the Second World War. About five million men and women from the countries of the British Commonwealth saw wartime service; about six million from Great Britain itself. One hundred and seventy thousand Commonwealth servicemen and women died or went missing; 260,000 Britons. Eleven million people came together under the same flag. Not necessarily for the glory, the honour or even the survival of the Union Jack: many did join up for reasons of the purest patriotism, but more gave their services with motives that were mixed. Most of them were volunteers, ordinary people, joining in as and when they could during the six years that the war lasted. Some had to overcome, or disregard, family disapproval; some wrestled with their consciences, wondering if this was their war or Britain’s, a global response to a deadly threat or a white man’s colonialist exercise. Many disapproved greatly of British policies or presence in their countries; their disapproval would take sharp political shape after the war and lead very rapidly to the flight from the colonial nest of all but a few of the old Empire’s dependencies. The war shook the lives of individuals; it also shook the British Commonwealth to pieces, or rather, it blew the fragments of the disintegrated Empire into a modem Commonwealth shape, an organism that newly forming countries would become eager to join, rather than to leave.


Part of the story of the British Commonwealth in the Second World War took place in a climate of stark racial prejudice. In one quarter at least, black men were not even permitted to lie as corpses alongside the white corpses of their fellow men, let alone to receive equal levels of pay or promotion while still alive. Some were issued with spears and dubs, rather than rifles and grenades. Some volunteers plotted to be free of the men they fought alongside; others were received with wonder and admiration in homes ten thousand miles from their own, or were inspected furtively on Indian river banks to see if they had tails, or were paraded on freezing English barrack squares until sullen and mutinous. Some won medals and found glory; others were sacrificed, they felt, as ‘foreign fodder’ in hopeless ventures. Many now hold strong opinions, on both sides of the fence, about the British as former colonial rulers and as contemporary Commonwealth ‘equal partners’. Very few made a full disclosure to their families or friends of what the war had done to them, or how they felt about having survived it. Very few came wholly unscathed out of the war.


They would not want to be acclaimed as heroes, or as anything more than ordinary people who did their best under extraordinary circumstances. Here, brought together for the first time and told largely in their own words, is the story of these now elderly adventurers – their very ordinary and very extraordinary story.




PART ONE


BEFORE THE GUN




ONE


Belonging


British? Yes! Why not? We felt proud of being in with the British – we felt British!


Kofi Genfi II, Gold Coast


On 30 January 1933 Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany …


Kofi (‘Bom-on-a-Friday’) Genfi was eighteen years old, a skinny African youth about to finish his schooling at Primary Standard 7. There were few opportunities for secondary education in Kumasi, the capital of the Asante kingdom at the heart of Britain’s West African colony of the Gold Coast. The houses of Kumasi were mud-brick, with thatched roofs: you could walk from one end of the city to the other in half an hour. The Asante and the British had fought six more or less bloody wars during the nineteenth century, ending when the British razed Kumasi and sent Prempeh, the young Asante king, into exile in the Seychelles. In 1924 Kofi Genfi had been in the crowd on the streets of Kumasi to welcome home the newly restored king. The following year he was out again to greet Edward, Prince of Wales, when his royal tour came through the town: ‘Oh yes, everyone came on the street to see the Prince of Wales. Chief Commissioner, all the paramount chiefs with their retinues – all should be in Kumasi. A very high welcome. Kumasi was completely full; people were sleeping on the pavement. I hadn’t then attended school – I was a very young boy of ten-eleven, waving my flag at the Prince.’


In Accra, capital of the Gold Coast, nine-year-old Aziz Brimah was growing up. His father, Chief Brimah III, was a prosperous cola-nut trader, and a chief of the long-established Muslim community in Accra and the surrounding region.


I grew up in a society of chieftaincy, of very serious traders. We were rather born with a golden spoon in our mouths. We practised the British habit of eating with a knife and fork, although in other ways it was a strict Muslim upbringing. Almost all of us were sent to school, girls included – there was no purdah in our house. At home, let us say, I was taught the Islamic tradition – at school we were taught the British tradition and a wider education to fit us to communicate with the outside world.


After all this we felt we were British, that we were safe under the British administration. That is why, when they requested help for the British in Abyssinia, in Burma, we surrendered ourselves and went.


The British first settled in the Gold Coast in the late sixteenth century. Gold and slaves were their main preoccupation until the nineteenth century. Then, parallel with attempts to quell the self-assertive Asante with whom they had never been able to come to terms, the British tried to place local people from the more docile coastal tribes into administration positions – chiefly, it seems, because whites could not stay alive on the fever-ridden Coast long enough to do the job themselves. In the 1880s most such posts were held by locals. By the time young Kofi Genfi was waving his Union Jack at the Prince of Wales, half a century on, medical science had leaped forward sufficiently for whites not only to survive, but to prosper. Now they held twenty times as many senior posts as did blacks. Increased ‘Africanisation’ was an issue, but only a nascent one as yet. It would take a world war to turn that situation on its head, once and for all.


The Gold Coast had a fundamental connection with another British colony – Jamaica. Many Jamaicans could trace their ancestry back to slaves brought to the West Indies plantations from the Gold Coast. By 1933 plenty of Jamaicans were dissatisfied with their lot: universal suffrage was still a decade away, and there were widespread economic problems linked to the great world trade depression. But for the majority of the islanders, Jamaica’s status as a British colony was still a source of pride and satisfaction.


Dudley Thompson was sixteen years old in January 1933 – a bright boy being raised in a rural part of the island. Both his parents were teachers, keen for their son to get a good start and make something of himself. Soon young Dudley would be off to teacher training college; by 1940, with hard work and a bit of luck, he might hope to have his foot on the ladder of promotion.


Colonial days – few people are old enough now to remember what it was like, but I remember quite clearly. Living as a colony we were quite happy. We had very little knowledge of the outside world; we felt very secure, in an international way, though we knew nothing about it. We were very well looked after – we lived in a sort of ignorance, but happy. We had a peace of mind.


England was the mother country. You felt that you had protection. We were proud of being part of the Commonwealth, or Empire as it was – we were very proud of it. We felt proud to look on the map and see all these places painted red: big Australia, big India, rich Burma – little Jamaica! We felt proud to have the same colour, to be a family of nations. We felt proud that we had huge battleships like the Hood, which was the best in the world. We accepted all of the British traditions. We felt safe.


The hierarchy went something like this. The Governor lived at King’s House. From King’s House the next step would be Buckingham Palace; and the next step above Buckingham Palace was the gates of Heaven itself!


Connie Macdonald was growing up in Kingston, Jamaica’s capital, and had just celebrated her ninth birthday. Her grandfather had been a Macdonald from Scotland, her grandmother a black Jamaican and descendant of slaves. Her father worked for the railways, and was giving Connie a decent middle-class Methodist upbringing, with piano lessons and a good school to which she was taken by her nurse. A maid did the housework and there was a man to look after the garden.


We were British! We were proud to be British. We didn’t want to be anything but British. England was our mother country. We were brought up to respect the Royal Family. I used to collect pictures of Margaret and Elizabeth, you know? I adored them.


It was the British influence – what other influence have I had? We didn’t grow up with any Jamaican thing – we grew up as British.


Canada was Britain’s oldest self-governing colony – the term ‘Dominion’ had been in use since 1907. During the nineteenth century Canada, with its Celtic climate and topography as well as its geographical position, had been a natural magnet for Scottish and Irish people emigrating from their own poverty-stricken, famine-blighted lands.


Out on the Pacific coast, thirteen-year-old Glen Niven was at boarding-school on Vancouver Island in January 1933. Glen’s father had been an adventurer, who in his youth had ‘wandered around the Arctic with a dog sled, probably selling whisky to the Indians!’ Now, pursuing a more conventional army career, he had been posted to the island with his family, a comfortable life in a big house. Glen’s mother, born in Scotland, had been one of those British brides who were taken out to the Dominions and colonies by returning First World War servicemen. She was determined, says Glen, to keep her family firmly in touch with the Old Country.


We were very Scottish in our upbringing. We learned Scottish country dancing, that sort of thing. At the Highland Games in Victoria we saw Highland regiments wearing kilts. There was Bums Night – it was all terribly Scots, terribly British. Everyone said, ‘I’m going home for the holidays. I’m writing home, I’ve heard from home.’ It was home. You saluted the flag and sang ‘God Save The King’ at the drop of a hat. We were more patriotic, I think, than half of Britain.


Other Canadians whose origins lay in the Celtic fringe of Britain felt differently. Frank O'Donnell was just seven years old, a bright, restless child, son of a bank manager from Pipestone, Manitoba. Frank would go on to enter High School aged ten – ‘extraordinarily young. I was a little too big for my britches’ – and would eventually run away from home at sixteen to join the Army.


As a family we didn’t celebrate a lot of Irish tradition; we might do in passing, but we really thought of ourselves as more Canadian. I don’t know that we had a particularly British or Irish connection, because by that time my mother’s family had been in the country for, I think, two generations, and my Dad’s family was deeply rooted here. I suppose that our name itself was the biggest Irish tradition we had.


We didn’t follow Irish politics; we did follow British politics, more so, through the newspapers and the radio. I suppose we knew who de Valera was. At school, of course, we were taught mainly British history. We’d sing songs like ‘The Days of Yore for Britain’, or ‘Wolfe the Dauntless Hero Came’.


Geraldine Turcotte, a sixteen-year-old with flame-red Irish hair and a temperament to match, spent her childhood in the Ontario logging town of Sturgeon Falls, not far from the north shore of Georgian Bay on Lake Huron, where her father worked on an ‘alligator’ towing logs to the planing mills. ‘Turcotte sounds French, doesn’t it? But my grandfather rode the white horse on 12 July every year, to celebrate King Billy and the Battle of the Boyne, so he surely wasn’t French! His family was from Belfast. But we were Canadians, there was no doubt about that. We were just surrounded by Canadians. I wouldn’t say that we felt at all British.’


There was no question of feeling British, either, for Wilmer Nadjiwon, five years Geraldine’s junior, who was growing up on the Cape Croker Indian reservation on the far side of Georgian Bay. Members of his tribe, the Ojibwe, had concluded a peace treaty with the Canadian government in 1854 which had seen them concentrated into reservations and persuaded to give up their traditional hunting and fishing.


The religious denominations started to come in – one of them was the Wesleyan faith – and they used to teach that a good fanner is a good Christian. So this is how they sold us the idea and we all got to be farmers. Then the Methodists came in, the Catholics came in. In no time at all there were three religions operating; and then there was the Indians’ own faith, the Great Spirit. Orangemen came in – I don’t know where in the hell they came from; part Irishmen or something. It tore the people apart. A tribe is a unit, not a split faction. The people in a tribe stay within a unit, operate by the same rules. As soon as religion comes in it divides them.


My mother, I think she was the daughter of a British immigrant. Her name was Penn. I don’t know how she ever got on the reservation, where she met my dad, but they raised a big family – there was eleven of us. My dad was native Indian; he was a counsellor for many, many years and he was Chief for one term.


The tribe never wanted to be British – they never wanted to be white. They wanted to be tribe. Even the mixed-blood, like myself – I want to be Indian, I don’t want to be identified outside that.


Across the world in New Zealand there were plenty of Scots too. The two New Zealand islands, remote at the southern end of the world between the Pacific Ocean and the Tasman Sea, had taken their share of Celts from nineteenth-century Britain. Jim Tait’s parents were both New Zealand born, but his father came of a line of Shetland Islanders, while his mother was a Highlander of the Gordon clan. Jim, at fourteen, was getting a very British schooling: ‘I felt very much a New Zealander, but it was part of the way we were brought up and educated that all the history taught to us at school was English history. I mean, I can still just about recite the dates of the kings and queens from 1066 on – I might get mixed up a bit with the Henrys around about the 1300s! We did learn a bit of basic New Zealand history, but not a great deal.’


In a bush area of the Upper Hutt valley north of Wellington, Tom Somerville had just turned seventeen. Tom’s father worked in a sawmill there; his grandfather had come out to New Zealand from Somerset in England during the late nineteenth century, in order to repair the family’s dented fortunes. Tom and his brothers and sisters had been brought up simply enough, as self-reliant Kiwi bush children; but on their minds, too, the Old Country threw a powerful image. ‘Oh, England was always the mother country to us. I remember in the little country school that we went to, with about five kids in it, I sang a song in a concert: ‘You Gentlemen of England". We always had a great respect for the Old Country, though it was always a far-off place to me.’


Before another ten years were up, all these young people would be plunged into war. Kofi Genfi and Aziz Brimah joined the Gold Coast Regiment and suffered the miseries of the Burmese jungle while fighting the Japanese. Dudley Thompson found himself belly-down in a Lancaster of 49 Squadron, unloading bombs on German cities. Connie Macdonald was to spend her days working in Kingston’s military hospital and some of her nights down at the pier receiving wounded men from the troopships. Glen Niven would pilot a Spitfire in the tail-end of the Battle of Britain and later over occupied France. Geraldine Turcotte was to serve overseas with the air forces too, experiencing the horrors of the V1 and V2 rocket bombardment of London. Wilmer Nadjiwon, as an artilleryman in the Perth Regiment, fought his way up through the Italian peninsula. Tom Somerville would be in Italy with the artillery too, having served his gun in the retreat through Greece and in the North African desert at El Alamein. And Jim Tat, as a destroyer officer and then a submariner, would serve in, on and under the Mediterranean and North Atlantic seas.


In 1933 the British Empire and Commonwealth comprised about a quarter of the world’s population and nearly a quarter of its land surface. ‘Empire’, with its overtones of domination and submission, was by now becoming a less than acceptable term, especially to the already largely autonomous ‘white Dominions’ of Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Newfoundland, South Africa and the Irish Free State. ‘Empire and Commonwealth’ was a rather cumbersome mouthful, but it did point neatly to a distinction between the Commonwealth of the Dominions and the Empire of the other dependencies – which, crucially for the future of this agglomeration of British-influenced and British-flavoured countries, included India.


India, the jewel in the crown, was the paramount symbol of the power and pride of Imperial Britain. At the same time, in 1933, it stood for everything that was uncertain, shaky and unresolved about the future of the British Empire and Commonwealth. How the British had managed to hold it all together for so long is hard to explain. Hindus and Muslims despised and distrusted each other; the caste system separated men from men more rigorously even than the British class system; maharajahs, rajahs and nawabs exerted their own authority to a greater or lesser degree over their dozens of princedoms; 222 separate languages were each spoken by more than a million people. Since the First World War, a figure had emerged round whom the growing nationalist and independence movements could coalesce their aims: the rake-thin, ascetic, bespectacled Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi’s satyagraha or Force of Truth campaign of non-violent protest and civil disobedience had developed a rapier point, digging away at both the conscience and the pragmatism of British politicians.


If the British had been slow to wake up, they were becoming keen to get on with ‘Indianisation’ – the taking over by Indians, from the European expatriates, of the upper echelons of the Indian Civil Service and the Indian Army. A half-Indian Civil Service was envisaged by 1939, a half-Indian police force by 1949, a half-Indian Army officer class by 1952 – a pace of change too slow for most Indian nationalists, and one that the war would in any case soon make redundant. As for self-rule: an Act of Parliament passed in 1919 had enshrined the principle of parliamentary self-government for India. The reality in the 1930s was a dual rule by Indian ministers with ’soft’ portfolios – health, agriculture, education – and British ministers with ‘hard’ responsibilities – defence, police, treasury, justice. All their decisions, of course, were subject to approval by the Viceroy, the King of India in all but name.


India had become the running sore in the side of British imperial self-satisfaction. The situation was potentially explosive; sometimes actually so, as in the notorious incident in Amritsar on 13 April 1919 when, after a series of attacks by Indians on British people, Brigadier-General R. E. H. Dyer ordered his Gurkha and Baluchi riflemen to open fire on a banned meeting of 10,000 Punjabis. Four hundred were killed, 1100 wounded. Afterwards General Dyer issued an order that any man going down a certain street, in which a British woman had been beaten and left for dead, must do so crawling on hands and knees. These echoes of the brutal punitive measures carried out after the Indian Mutiny, sixty years before, were condemned on all sides; Dyer was censured and retired home on half pay. Since then, British politicians had been very attentive to what was going on in India. A mirror was being held up to the imperial system, in which it could see its own future. In 1926 Lord Irwin, the newly appointed Viceroy, released Gandhi from one of his periodic jailings; and Winston Churchill, growling and lashing his tail over Indian nationalism, articulated what plenty of British politicians – and soldiers and civil servants – felt, when he deplored ‘the nauseating and humiliating spectacle of this one-time Inner Temple lawyer, now seditious fakir, striding half-naked up the steps of the Viceroy’s palace, there to negotiate and parley on equal terms with the representative of the King Emperor’. The seeds of Indian change were bitter on Churchill’s tongue. Yet 2,500,000 Indians, of every shade in the political, social, religious and cultural spectrum, were to serve alongside Britain during the Second World War.


When Adolf Hitler came to power on 30 January 1933, Nila Kantan was about to have his twelfth birthday. The family had recently moved to Tamil Nadu in southern India; Nila’s father, an irrigation engineer with the Public Works Department (PWD), had been posted there from Nila’s birthplace in Andra Pradesh. Ten years from now Nila would be part of a Transport Supply Unit, joining in the 8th Army’s great desert battles with the Afrika Korps – a far cry from his peaceful upbringing.


I am a Brahmin – though I don’t believe in caste. I hate talking about caste. I lost my mother very early; I don’t even remember her face. My father married a second time and she was not like the proverbial stepmother – she brought us up very well. God has been extremely good to me.


Where I grew up in Andra Pradesh it was rather hilly and forest area. There was no road or railway. If you want to come to Rajahmundry, you had to come by the boat on the Godavari river. We were living in a small village on the banks of the Godavari. Mud house and thatched roof. It was a sort of camp for the PWD workers; it was not pukka building.


I never came across any high-class society people. It was just a rural atmosphere at that time. I never came across an Englishman; I had no chance to meet the British. I was a young fellow, going to school, and there was no Britishers there. I have seen, of course, the British Superintendent of Police – but from a distance, that’s all.


The upbringing of Danny Misra, also a Brahmin, could hardly have been more different. On 30 January 1933 young Danny – he would win a Military Cross in Burma and eventually become a major-general – had been at the Indian Military Academy at Dehra Dun, in the Himalayan foothills, for a month. By keeping his temper, seventeen-year-old Cadet Misra had ridden out a nasty storm of Tom Brown’s Schooldays-style bullying and ragging; a terrible shock for a green youth, who’d come straight from a privileged upbringing in which Indian and British traditions mingled to produce a civilised atmosphere of cultured comfort:


My father was a magistrate, a top-caste Brahmin. My mother was from the same caste – these were the intellectual aristocracy. One of my ancestors had been treasurer to the East India Company.


Those early days were days of comfort and ease. About every three years my father was moved, always to a large house, with lots of people in it – we lived in joint families. So you had cousins, and cousins’ cousins, and so on. Any number of servants, and always a big compound.


Father believed in the so-called missionary schools, non by Catholics and Protestants. All our teachers were British, so from the word go our contact with the British was strong. Father always had British friends, mostly in the Indian Civil Service. His best friend was Mr Hobart, a kind of godfather to me, who discussed with my father which school we should go to. These men were outstanding civil officers. They didn’t go on leave for three or four years; they spoke the language. They treated my brothers and me as their own children. And we learned from them. You would say to your English friend, ‘Oh, what a lovely day!’ He would reply, ‘Not bad.’ The beauty of understatement – that we learned.


We spoke English and Hindi at home, though the ladies generally spoke Hindi. At home with my mother and the ladies the Indian culture was very much passed on to us, and we grew up as Indians. We had to learn our scriptures; we had to learn our languages, Sanskrit and Hindi. The emphasis was always on culture, with manners. We never spoke loudly to elders and seniors; we only spoke when we were spoken to. If someone came into the room, no question of sitting down: we stood up. A tremendous emphasis was put upon good manners – a decent upbringing. One of my teachers, a Muslim, told me when I was about to go to the Indian Military Academy: ‘If you are guilty of misconduct I shall forgive you; but if you are guilty of bad manners I shall commit suicide.’


In spite of the cordial relations between the British and the Indians at this exalted social level, Danny Misra was aware even as a teenager of the political surges eroding the imperial sea-wall under the calm surface of good breeding and good manners:


A consciousness about our being independent was there. The anti-British feeling surfaced after those horrible incidents like General Dyer’s massacre at Amritsar, or after lathi charges by the police. That created the anti-British feeling. Some of the British administrators did not understand what I find the most beautiful thing in the British culture – the liberal view. There were some – I call them enemies of Empire, not anti-Indian – who thought that the only way to run the country is with the lathi and the boot. They had their own rules and regulations: admission to the club, for example. Now, if they wanted to be together, away from Indians, that’s their business. They didn’t want to come inside and sit in our gatherings. It was a sort of arrogance. Some of them, I regret to say, the narrow-minded ones, made it their business to show who was the ruler and who was the ruled.


No country in the British Commonwealth more clearly demonstrated ruler and ruled than South Africa. The rulers here were not expatriate Britons, however, but white South Africans of both British and Dutch stock. The flag of antagonism between these two groups had been nailed to the mast during the Boer War and still fluttered there thirty years on. Bob Gaunt was ten years old in January 1933 and, far unhappier at his boarding-school in the Orange Free State than Cadet Misra amid the bullyragging of Dehra Dun. Both on his father’s and mother’s side, Bob was descended from Britons. His maternal family had been in South Africa for a hundred years and were highly critical of many British policies. But this cut no ice for Bob in the dormitory kangaroo courts at his school in Bloemfontein. For his last two years of schooling before he joined the navy he went to Selborne College in East London, which was run on the lines of an English public school, and enjoyed every minute of it. But at the Bloemfontein school most of the boarders were Afrikaners of Dutch extraction, and they lost no time in picking on the little boy – two years younger than them – with his ‘British’ background, and beating seven shades of hell out of him in revenge for what the ‘Rooineks’ had done to their families in the concentration camps of the Boer War. Near the school there was a large memorial to the 26,000 Afrikaner women and children who had died in the camps, so Bob was unlikely to be allowed to forget it.


Strange though it may seem, I understood why I was being beaten up. I felt very strongly about such cruel and degrading British action. But I was also terribly proud of my English background, because my family had fought in the Zulu wars, the Boer wars, at the Western Front, at Ypres and the Somme and Passchendaele.


However, I was also taught that the Zulus were great people and had to be respected. My great-uncle, who must have been in his late seventies, lived at home with us. Most of his time was spent driving off in his ox waggon or donkey cart into Kwa Zulu to visit many different Zulu kraals and tribes, and to hunt. He had many Zulu friends; some were those he’d fought against during the Zulu wars and some had fought with him against the Boers.


On rare occasions my uncle would take me hunting and on some of his short visits to Kwa Zulu. My memories of these visits are still very clear: the smell of the wood fires around the large black cooking pots early in the mornings, the children playing, their laughter and singing. Above all, watching the Zulus perform their war dances. At times these could be frightening. The noise was terrific, with the banging of knobkerries and assegais against their hide shields. At times the ground felt as if it was going to open up with the stamping of the warriors’ feet. They all wore traditional dress, shouting their war cries while others blew horns or whistles.


There was also the dance of the maidens; they would dance wearing only a string of beads and plenty of fresh air. As a child I didn’t give it a second thought; this was the way they dressed when they came into town or when they were visiting the trading stations.


One of my greatest pleasures was to hear stories about the great Zulu kings, Shaka Dingane and Cetshawayo, told by the Zulu elders who had fought in their great wars. Looking back, this really was a very wonderful experience for a young boy. My lasting impressions were that the Zulu were a very brave, proud and kind people who were members of a great nation. Even at this early age I could never understand why they were treated so badly by the white people. It was drummed into me that they had to be respected; that if South Africa was going to achieve anything in the future, you had to learn to live together.


Four hundred miles north of Grey College in the wide open country of Northern Transvaal, not far from the northern border of the Union of South Africa, Frank Sexwale was two weeks short of his fifteenth birthday.


He, too, was going to school: one of the lucky ones, in terms of the black South African culture into which he had been born.


Pietersburg, where I grew up, was a rural area like any other place in South Africa. My father was just an ordinary man – he was not a farmer in a sophisticated manner, but he did some ploughing and reared cattle.


My parents, in this rural area, never went to school. In the place where I was born there was no school, there was absolutely nothing. So my father decided to take me to live with my aunt, his sister, about 100 kilometres away, so that I would be nearer to a school. If I had stayed in the place where my father was I would never have gone.


My parents did not even know what Britain was. They knew absolutely nothing except the place in which they were living. I had never heard about Britain until I went to school and we learned history and geography.


In 1933 things were bad for South African blacks. General J. B. Hertzog had succeeded Jan Smuts as Prime Minister of the Union of South Africa in 1926. Both men were brave and competent soldiers who had led the British by the nose during the Boer War of 1899–1902. But while Smuts had since transformed himself into one of Britain’s strongest supporters, Hertzog retained an iron-hard Afrikaner nationalism and a white-supremacist agenda that he allowed full play once in office. By 1933 blacks had lost the right to strike; a ‘glass ceiling’ had been positioned between blacks and Indians and all management positions in the all-powerful mining industry; the ‘pass laws’ denied freedom of movement to blacks. In the Cape they had the right to vote, but only for white parliamentary representatives; everywhere else the black man had no say at all in the policies that affected his everyday life. In the House of Assembly three Europeans represented the entire black population of South Africa. Things were bad; and they would get worse before the outbreak of the Second World War. The Native Trust and Lands Act of 1936 would point blacks firmly towards the black ‘homelands’ or Bantustans, enclaves not yet self-governing, in which blacks had rights of franchise and free movement – but not outside in the wider, whiter South Africa. The Native Laws Amendment Act of the following year would tighten the pass laws even further. Land ownership was out of the question for most South African blacks. As for education, that key to self-advancement, prized so highly throughout the rest of the Commonwealth, was only on offer in its most basic form to all but a lucky few black children; entirely unavailable in rural areas such as the agricultural lands of Northern Transvaal. Frank Sexwale entered teacher training college in 1935; when he graduated in 1939 as a fully qualified teacher he was a rarity among his race.


The Coloured community of the Cape Province, at the southern tip of the Union, was also racially disadvantaged. In spite of a technically open-to-all franchise, qualification based on property ownership meant that many Cape Coloureds could not vote. They had drifted into a no man’s land where glass ceilings were applied to job promotion and education. The Cape Coloureds had originated three hundred years before, when Dutch settlers first came to the Cape and took local sexual partners – as did the Malay and Indian workers who followed them. In eleven-year-old Charles Adams’s case English, Irish and German genes added to the mix.


I grew up in Kensington – that was a quiet area of Capetown, all the roads around our house were sand roads. My father was a saddle and harness maker, not a bad job, and he was also a musician; he played the violin.


On his side, I know, there were certainly English and Irish forebears. My mother’s father was a German from South West Africa. But I looked to England. England was the special country to me. In fact, I always said that England was my second home.


The wartime fortunes of these three South Africans were to mirror the fortunes of their respective races. For Bob Gaunt, the white, a dashing and successful war overseas in the Royal Navy’s motor torpedo boats; for Charles Adams, the Cape Coloured, a war spent driving supply trucks in the North African desert and instructing young Coloured soldiers at a training school back home; for Frank Sexwale, the black, a war of lowly fetching-and-carrying jobs and of clerking, breeding disillusion and resentment.


On 30 January 1933 there were other young men and women, other young boys and girls all over the world growing up under the wing of the British Empire and Commonwealth – in the Seychelles and the Solomon Islands, in The Gambia and Burma and Nigeria, in Malaya and Malta, the Falkland Islands and the Fiji Islands, North Borneo and Kenya and Southern Rhodesia, Hong Kong and Togoland, St Helena and Tristan da Cunha. All these lives the war would engulf and change. Of all the countries in the Empire-Commonwealth, none more strikingly mingled a proud ‘damn-your-eyes-Jack’ independence of spirit and a half-cynical, half-sentimental affection for Britain than Australia. What the Australians said about the ‘bloody Poms’ and what they actually felt about the Old Country, where almost all of them had their roots, were two sides of the same coin.


Eleven-year-old Pierre Austin was a Melbourne city boy. His grandfather had been a Herefordshire man, who had served in the Indian Army and arrived in Australia after the rebellion of 1857. Pierre’s father had served in France during the Great War; he had been wounded at Passchendaele in 1917 and met his future wife there – she was a French girl who nursed him back to health.


I don’t think one greatly separated the notion of being Australian and British. Australia was part of the Empire, very much so. One felt Australian, specifically, but very much within the Empire. The family was very pro-British. Britain was best. Empire Day was celebrated with, ‘You’re going to see that film about Trafalgar’, or ‘How the Empire was Won’ – that kind of thing. Flag-waving … And of course, in my case, I had this obvious liking for France, through my mother.


There was very much a sense of pride in my father’s service in the First World War. If there was another lad, whose father hadn’t fought, one thought, ‘Poor chap.’ Australia found itself, at Gallipoli. My father wasn’t there, but an uncle was, with the Light Horse. One was immensely proud of it: this was where we grew up.


Rod Wells was thirteen years old when Hitler came to power in Germany. The kind of tough farming life that the Wells family led in the state of Victoria could stand for all those pioneering family lives that had shaped the outback of Australia over the past century and a half:


Dad bought a block of land at Dhuringile, that’s a tiny place outside Murchison. Really outback Australia at that time. When he took the place over, It was 160 acres of scrub and thistle. So my early recollections are of a dusty backyard and of Dad working really hard to turn the land into something we could make a go of. He’d milk the cows at 7.30 in the morning – but he’d have put in three or four hours’ work before that.


Dad was a pretty strict disciplinarian; a man who hadn’t had a great deal of education, but he wanted his children to have it. From the age of eight I’d be put in charge of a pony and jinker, and take my sister to school in the town three or four miles away. It was a hard, outback kind of life, but a good one.


Dad’s family had come over from Wells in Somerset, some time in the last century. During the First World War he’d been a transport officer with the 24th Infantry Battalion in France and went across to England on leave, to Brighton – that’s where he met my mother. She was a Brighton girl, English ad infinitum – we can trace her family back In Sussex to about 1820. So my family background was one of absolute, implicit loyalty and love of country.


That sense of loyalty and love of country was to lead Rod Wells, ten years later, to a prison camp in Borneo and to sessions of torture at the hands of his Japanese captors that would still affect him fifty years afterwards. It was the same love and loyalty that had led so many of the preceding generation, in every comer of the British Empire, to join up and offer their service during the first of the century’s two great global conflicts – their own Great War to end all wars.


In 1914 Britain had declared war on Germany on behalf of the whole Empire, without consulting any of its component members. The Dominions were self-governing colonies, it was true, but they would not officially become fully autonomous communities within the Empire until 1931’s Statute of Westminster. As for considering the wishes of the people of Trinidad, or the Gold Coast, or Mauritius, on the matter – that would have been, and was, literally unthinkable. It still was unthinkable five years later, when the Treaty of Versailles was being negotiated and signed; but by then, at least, the Dominions and India had impressed the mother country sufficiently by their service during the war to ensure themselves the right not only to sign the Treaty individually, but to join the emerging League of Nations as individual members.


The Great War produced a strong feeling of unity and common sense of purpose among its Empire participants. At the same time, powerful self-interest was also at work, a forcing of the imperial parent to recognise that some at least of her children were now adult enough to want to leave home and set up on their own. They might choose of their own accord to remain attached to the wider family, if given proper recognition. In fact, back in the practical post-Great War world, the Empire was to be represented on the Council of the League of Nations by a single spokesman – from Britain. And the League’s Covenant obliged the whole Empire, as one entity, to fight any war declared on behalf of the League.


The wider post-war politics of the Empire and Commonwealth did not ring much of a bell with the younger generation in 1933. They were listening to tales their own parents had to tell of the war they had fought between 1914 and 1918, and of the pride that they took in what the bloody episodes of the war had done to foster their own countries’ emerging sense of nationhood.


Keith Rossi, Australia:


The Anzac legend, as it’s called, is a very important part of Australian culture. If you’re going to understand us, you must learn about Gallipoli. A few years ago historians began to decide that we’d been looking at those heroes of the First World War through rose-tinted glasses. And they were largely right, in some ways. For example, we had a syphilis rate, and a desertion rate, miles higher than any other bloody nation fighting in France. Probably because we didn’t introduce conscription, so our regiments were down to half strength and full of old lags. But Gallipoli – the effect it had on the Australian public back then was enormous.


You have to remember that within two weeks of the First World War starting we’d already sent two battalions round to occupy Rabaul, mostly sailors. They’d recruited them, they’d equipped them and within a couple of weeks they were on their bloody way! I think the Australian public liked that: a real contribution. And then, of course, on the first convoy on its way to Egypt, Sydney breaks off and wrecks the Emden. Beached and done for! Oh, what an effect that must have had in Australia: we’re really contributing to this war.


And then, a long silence. All this fighting in France, all the taxis rushing soldiers out from Paris to defend the Marne – and the Australians had disappeared into Egypt. Stuff in the newspapers, talking about the deeds of both sides, but about the Australians there’s a silence. Then, all of a sudden – Gallipoli! The great landing – glowing reports – the first landing since the Dardanelles were crossed by Xerxes! The much larger role played by the British and French was conveniently ignored, I suppose. The idea of the soldiers crossing that narrow beach and going up those slopes – and, Jesus, they’re steep – galloping up like young antelopes, hard fit from route marches through sand … something – something seized their imagination.


The retreat – well, again, it’s a powerful legend, but I reckon it’s a myth. I reckon the Turks knew we were going and let us go. Snow had fallen, and both sides were going to be in trouble if they wintered on the peninsula – and what did it matter to the Turks if we went?


Now, it’s all right for historians to talk like this. But I’d say to them: don’t destroy the Anzac legend. We all fought better in World War Two, trying to emulate the supposed deeds of our fathers.


Glen Niven, Canada:


My father joined Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry in 1914. They got 1000 men in two weeks. The whole of the Police Pipe Band of Edmonton joined as a body. My father joined as a private, but he shot up to lieutenant-colonel. He got wounded several times; he got two DSOs, an MC and three Mentioned in Despatches. In the First Battle of Ypres in 1915 all the officers except him were wounded or killed. A hundred and fifty out of 500 men survived. He heroically stuck the regimental colours in the ground and said, ‘We stay here. We defend the colours’ – which they bloody did. One officer – Father – plus about sixty men marched out. He was a very brave man – did extremely well in France – and expected me to do the same.


Bob Gaunt, South Africa:


In World War One my father and uncles enlisted in the South African Army, and saw action in South West Africa and France, including the Somme and Ypres. I have vivid recollections of stories told of the horror of the trenches, the mud, going over the top, guns, bayonet charges, heavy shelling at Passchendaele. I particularly remember the description of the battle of Delville Wood, when 6000 South Africans went into battle and only about 750 men, many of them wounded, answered the roll-call at the end of the day. I don’t think any of those who took part in those awful battles, on both sides, were ever free from the nightmare of it all.


My family were closely involved in the erection of the Delville Wood Memorial in Pietermaritzburg. The timber used to make the cross came from the actual trees of Delville Wood. I was very proud to stand in the front row when the memorial was being consecrated. My more personal trophies from the war included a tin hat with bullet holes, a gas mask, a German bayonet and a Mills bomb.


I think that the experience of their involvement in the war by my relations made them very proud to be South African, although they continued to refer to England as home. They admired enormously the bravery and courage of the British troops who’d fought alongside them in France. Many were the nights when I was woken by the singing of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, ‘Rule Britannia’, ‘Soldiers of the King’ and other patriotic war songs by members of my family and their war veteran friends.


Not everyone, of course, felt quite the same about it …


Thomas Scoon, Trinidad:


My father Thomas fought in the 1914–18 war. Eventually he got a piece of shrapnel in his hand, and when he got home it started to wither. Now when I joined the Army, and I got into the contingent to go away, I went to spend the last week of embarkation leave with him. He told me, ‘Don’t go.’ I said, ‘Why?’ He said: ‘The British people – you fight for them, and they give you a lime to suck!’


Jan Smuts, the ‘Boer rebel’ who had been transformed into an indispensable ally, was the only Dominion statesman to gain a place in the British War Cabinet during the First World War. Smuts had painted for the British a tremendous and flattering picture of their own Empire on the broadest of canvases: ‘We are a system of nations, a community of states and of nations far greater than any Empire that has ever existed. All the nations that we have known in the past and that exist today are founded on the idea of assimilation, of trying to force human material through one mould so as to form one nation. Your whole idea and basis is entirely different. You want to develop them into greater nationhood … The successful launching of her former Colonies among the nations of the world, while they remain members of an inner Britannic circle, will ever rank as one of the most outstanding achievements of British political genius.’


Smuts was referring exclusively to the ‘white Dominions’. Both in those self-governing former colonies, and in the dependent colonies more firmly under British rule, antennae were still tuned to the little island in the North Sea. What happened in Britain, what British politicians and royal persons, socialites and sportsmen said and did, really mattered to hundreds of millions of people who would never set foot in the island. As for the British themselves, it is doubtful if many in 1933 were aware of the enormous emotional pull their island exerted around the world, though most were proud enough of their country’s international prestige and influence. Having had the Empire for such a long time, they took it more or less for granted.


Echoes of Empire, however, sounded strongly in the childhoods of some of those Britons who would soon be embroiled in the war. Alec Dennis, three weeks short of his fifteenth birthday when Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany, had barely recognised his own parents when he met them after a four-year separation – they had been away living and working in India. His father had served in the Boer War as a medical officer and had been captured by the Boers, ‘who treated him like a gentleman, but took his horse’. Now Dennis was in his second year as a cadet at the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth, and beginning to find his feet in his chosen profession.


We were all brought up to admire the Empire, I think with good reason, really. The globe was covered in pink; the feats of arms of our forebears in Quebec and India and all over the world were really rather remarkable. I think we were brought up to feel that fellows went out to ‘administer the natives’ and did the best job they could. Now, there was a bunch who made lots of money out of it, especially in the eighteenth century; but I think in our time the whole lot had turned rather sort of do-gooders and did the best they could, really.


You felt proud of the Empire, no doubt about it. When I went to sea, you knew that the Navy stood between the Empire and dissolution of one kind or another. During combined fleet manoeuvres at Gibraltar, Admiral William Wordsworth Fisher – a forbidding figure – sent for all the gunlayers of all the fifteen-inch guns of about twelve battleships, got ‘em all up there and said, ‘Now you people with your fingers on the trigger – you stand between the British Empire and its enemies.’


Sheila Kershaw was just nineteen, newly returned to Britain from Jerusalem where she had been enjoying an interlude as part of the ‘fishing fleet’ – young girls of good family sent out to the colonies to trawl for a suitable husband. Palestine, mandated into British trusteeship at the Treaty of Versailles, was already a hot potato in 1933, as the irresistible force of homeland-seeking jews met the immovable object of the Palestinian Arabs. For Sheila Kershaw, however, Jerusalem had been a whirl of tennis parties and of dances on the black-and-white-tiled floor of the King David Hotel, twirling to a Scots pipe band in the arms of the young Adonises of the 51st Highlanders. Soon she would be out in Kenya, another comer of the Empire, running the household of coffee farmer Gerry Easton and his wife, Olwen, playing more tennis, learning how to spot and cut dead the sex-and-booze-addled reprobates of white settlers who dwelt in Happy Valley, gaining and losing boyfriends, taking part in the summer camps of FANY, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry – and admiring the work of the youthful British administrators.


It was taken for granted that you’d got an Empire. One of the things that reinforced this was that Kenya was such a quiet, ordered land. All these different tribes who’d been at each other’s throats, murdering each other since time began, were looked after by District Commissioners. Now these were the second or third sons of British families who’d had a public-school education and nobody could quite think what to do with them. So out they went. They learned the local dialect, and they lived in great solitude and they dispensed justice. Most of them were around twenty-five. And they did this in a way which kept quiet on the land.


Derek Watson in 1933 was in many ways a typical young subaltern of his day – twenty-two years old, overspending his allowance, without a thought to spare outside hunting and rugger.


When I joined the Leicesters in 1929 I went to see the CO.


‘Morning, m'boy.’


‘Morning, Sir.’


‘What d'you want?’


‘I want to join your regiment, Sir.’


‘Hmm. What was your father?’


‘7th Dragoon Guards, Sir.’


‘Why don’t you join his regiment?’


‘Can’t afford to, Sir.’


‘Why don’t you go for Sandhurst?’


‘Failed the exam, Sir.’


“Why can’t you stand straight?’


‘Buggered up my leg, Sir.’


‘Christ Almighty!’ he said. ‘I’ve never heard so much bloody cheek in my life. Here we have a pauper, a half-wit and a bloody cripple into the bargain, asking to join my regiment! Go down and see the MO. If he passes you fit for active service I'll take you.’


The MO was an Irishman, who’d obviously been lifting his elbow a bit. All he did was held my balls and said, ‘Cough’ – and passed me fit. And that’s how I got into the Leicesters.


In 1933 Watson was posted to Londonderry in Ireland:


Ran a pack of draghounds in winter. Mondays I walked the line, approximately twenty miles. Hunted it Tuesday. Wednesday, I hunted with the harriers. Thursday, walked the line. Friday, hunted it. Saturdays I played rugger. In summer I got put on courses so I could play cricket.


I used to take the hounds through the Bogside, and people would clap and cheer. No question of jeering or throwing bottles. Some farmers would have ‘Up the Pope! Down the King!’ written up, but that was all they did in those days. I suppose we took being British for granted. You just showed your passport and said ‘British’, and you expected first-class treatment – which one got.


I was running a motor car and two horses on £100 a year, so after three years I was broke. Had to go out to Nyasaland in 1935 to join the King’s African Rifles, make up some money. Knew nothing about the Empire, really. When I was posted to Nyasaland I hadn’t got a bloody clue where it was!


Danny Misra joined the Rajputana Rifles at the beginning of 1937; not through a dear-eyed judgement about their military expertise or reputation, but because he was seduced by the sight of their ’spiked helmets and chin-straps of black metal, cross-belts with crests of battle honours, swords, khaki half-breeches, green puttees, black boots with silver chains, khaki jackets and red and green turbans. I didn’t know anything about their war record, which was brilliant; I just fell in love with them.’


Before that, on graduating from the Indian Military Academy at Dehra Dun, he had spent a year with the North Staffordshire Regiment: an experience that gave him a taste of the wit and wisdom of the British Colour Sergeant.


I couldn’t have joined a better regiment. I learned there the British sense of humour – that art of understatement. So different from officers of other countries, who were all the time trying to impress on you how big and great and rich they were.


Sergeant Lee was an ex-miner – a brilliant chap! He taught me to type, one-finger, ‘The Quick Brown Fox Jumps Over The Lazy Dog’. I was getting on very slowly. After a while I noticed that Sergeant Lee had placed a fire-bucket full of sand on each side of me, without making any comment. I said, ‘Why these buckets of sand?’


He said, straight-faced, ‘Sir, I had the feeling that while you were typing, the paper might catch fire.’


I replied: ‘Yes, thank you.’


It was not only regular servicemen who were getting military training in the 1930s. Territorial companies and militias had always attracted a certain type of young person; and in Australia particularly, the Anzac tradition had sparked an interest among teenagers in military training that somehow survived an almost complete lack of modem equipment.


‘My father died of war wounds he’d got at Gallipoli and in France,’ says Bob Taunt of Melbourne, ‘and that probably influenced me to join the militia in about 1936–7. You went once a fortnight to drill – it was horse artillery then, we had horses – and you might have a camp once a year. We didn’t really get vehicles until the war started, and then it was only one utility and a couple of staff vans. We used to do gun drill on a big tree laid down and we’d pretend it was a gun. It wasn’t a bad training. When we joined up I knew what it was all about, having been in the militia; but half the fellows just came straight in off the Showgrounds, without a clue.’


Carlton Best, of Port of Spain in Trinidad, was an intensely patriotic young man. ‘The British for me was everything. The King and Queen were the head of our family. Empire Day – I loved that! 24 May! ‘Land of Hope and Glory, Mother of the Free" – those were the songs we grew up with. Lovely days!’ But what drew him to the Territorials – as Danny Misra in India had been drawn to the Rajputana Rifles – was simply their style:


In 1936 one of the top-class police officers died and they had a military funeral for him. It was in my district. I saw some Territorials dressed in khaki, with helmets, boots and puttees. Oh, they were pretty, as far as I could see! And they marched so well! I said, ‘Ah – I’m going to join that.' So the next drill night they had, I was down there offering myself. I had a problem: I learned that they were only taking men from twenty-four years old.


I still put myself up. The English sergeant-major saw me. ‘How old are you?’ – ‘Twenty-two, Sir!’ He said, ‘Uh-uh, you’re not. But you have a good body and all that. We'll put you down as twenty-four.’ So he enrolled me in the Trinidad Light Infantry Volunteers … I was sixteen!


The great Depression of the 1930s hit the Empire-Commonwealth hard. It came as a particular shock to the self-reliant ‘colonials’, with their philosophy of hard work bringing hard-earned reward, to find themselves out of a job with next to no prospect of another. This period made a deep impression on the youngsters – some looking on from relatively privileged positions, others struggling with difficulties themselves.


Paul Radomski, New Zealand:


A lot of people got laid off in Wellington during the Depression, and my dad was one of them. There was no redundancy payment then. He just didn’t have any money – they might have had a few bob saved and they were living on that. I used to go out trapping rabbits on the hills, snaring them so we’d have something to eat. Men used to line up outside the wharf gates, mainly with horses and drays in those days, waiting for a couple of hours’ work.


Thomas Hunter, Canada:


Well, there was no work and my people were on welfare. My father died when I was thirteen and I went out to work from there, into a chrome-plating plant. I had a mother and two sisters; my father’s death made me the man of the family and I hadn’t a choice. Jobs were tough to get, but I managed to squeeze in a couple of places. I wasn’t really strong enough to do the work, but they tolerated me. $8 a week; 20 cents an hour. That was the average wage at that time: practically nothing. Kept us in rent, living here and there. We were very, very short of money. It was tough – that was Depression days. Nobody had jobs, everything was catch-as-catch-can.


Bob Gaunt remembers the poor whites queuing up at soup kitchens and some of his own friends walking around in tattered clothes, barefoot – astonishing sights, in prosperous white man’s South Africa. Up to one-fifth of the whites were living on the poverty line, many of them upcountry Afrikaner farmers who had had to sell their hard-worked farms and leave the land – ‘bitter Boers’, who began to listen ever more attentively to what nationalist extremists with Fascist sympathies were saying about international affairs.


In Melbourne, Pierre Austin recalls the horse-drawn floats on which jobless ex-servicemen would play brass-band music, hoping for a few pennies; and a Captain Jacka who was reduced to selling door-to-door, in spite of the Victoria Cross he had won at Gallipoli with the 14th Battalion.


Meanwhile, beyond the oceans and round the curve of the globe, Chancellor Hitler had settled into his post and had begun to make a few changes.


There was no great mobilisation of purpose across the Commonwealth as the threat of war began to take shape. No common stance was taken up against the rise of Nazism, of Fascism, of racism, of intolerance and expansionism at the heart of Europe; nor against Japan’s incursions into China, which had begun with the occupation of the Chinese province of Manchuria in September 1931, sixteen months before Hitler came to power. There was no Winston Churchill, as yet, to stand forward as a dogged symbol of right against might and articulate what so many felt, but couldn’t frame, about decent people’s determination and defiance. Those were the sentiments that the long-drawn-out succession of crises began to precipitate, as if by chemical reaction; but between most of the Commonwealth and what was happening lay a gauze of distance and a swirling cloud of misplaced hope that things wouldn’t really turn out to be as bad as they were threatening to become.


By the 1930s one benefit of belonging to the British Empire and Commonwealth was being linked to a well-oiled and very far-reaching communications network involving radio, newsreels, newspapers, telegrams, ships, flying boats, aeroplanes and a highly efficient international postal service. Nor was expert comment lacking. There was a general awareness that the terms of the Versailles Treaty, supposed to emasculate Germany as a fighting power and bind her to reparation for damage inflicted during the Great War, had not really worked. The disastrous effects of inflation on Depression-hit Germany were well known. Hitler’s aggression towards the Jews was deplored, his withdrawal of Germany from the League of Nations in October 1933 noted with dismay, the swift upturn in the German economy and in German confidence taken on board. Meanwhile, Japanese moves deeper into China against Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalist government could clearly be seen, and their potential threat assessed, from Australia, New Zealand, Malaya, Hong Kong and the other Commonwealth territories of the Far East, as well as from Britain’s own backyard.


Alec Dennis, Great Britain: ‘The week I joined Dartmouth in September 1931 was the week the Japanese walked into Manchuria and nobody did anything about it. We were aware of that – I remember thinking, ‘Why doesn’t somebody stop them?" ‘


Tom Somerville, New Zealand: ‘Round about 1933, in the farming district where I was, we used to notice these migrants settling in the place; and they were Jewish people, out of Nazi Germany. Hitler was coming into power then, a lot of them saw the writing on the wall and they got out. But they wouldn’t talk. They were used to secrecy and not expressing what they thought.’


In April 1935 Hitler introduced conscription and started to rearm Germany in earnest. On 3 October the Italian Fascist leader, Benito Mussolini, launched his invasion of Ethiopia (‘Abyssinia’ to many), the only sizeable state in Africa that had not yet been colonised. In March 1936 Germany sent forces to reoccupy the Rhineland territory on her western border, which had been turned by the Allies into a demilitarised zone after the Great War. No objection was raised by Britain or her allies. In July the Spanish Civil War broke out, with the Fascists rising against a left-wing Republican government. Germany and Italy would support the Fascists until their eventual victory in 1939, using Spain as a testbed for air and ground battle tactics. By the end of 1936 Germany, Italy and Japan had signed mutual-assistance pacts, forming themselves into an ‘Axis’ on which – they hoped – the future of the world would turn.


Lloyd Johnson, Jamaica:


We didn’t know much about the persecution of the Jews; we didn’t really hear about that in Jamaica, the world at that time was so far apart. But we got a lot of news, a lot of newspapers and so on. One of the things that also came to light was this Nazi feeling about this master race that Hitler had in his mind. I remember very well the papers writing about the 1936 Olympics, when the great runner, Jesse Owens, was snubbed by Hitler. We had that strong feeling that this man would be very anti-Negro, or anti-black. We realised that this man was also a racist. We felt that if he could be treating the Jews like this, and other people who were basically white in complexion – what would he have done to the blacks?


Bob Gaunt, South Africa:


!I think the rise of Nazism and Fascism was first brought home to us at school when Hitler occupied the Rhineland in 1936, and by the Italian war against Ethiopia. That was when I first heard of the Ossewa Brandwag; this was an Afrikaner neo-Nazi organisation which wore brown uniforms and the swastika. They organised rallies to support the Nazis and made every effort to create ill feeling towards the United Kingdom and its aims. The movement was very strong in the Orange Free State and came out in support of Hitler’s reoccupation of the Rhineland.


My housemaster in Bloemfontein was a member of the Ossewa Brandwag. It later came out that he was also a member of the Broederbond, a secret anti-British society. He was interned during the war.


In July 1937 the Japanese entered Peking. By November they were in Shanghai. In December Italy withdrew from the League of Nations, as the Japanese were about to capture Nanking and embark on the slaughter of tens of thousands of residents.


Alec Dennis, Great Britain: ‘In 1937 I went out to China as a midshipman. The Japanese were extremely unpleasant. I watched the Japanese army march into Tsingtao and it looked a bit like Genghis Khan. On every street comer in the following few days there was a dead man laid out. You got a look at a world that wasn’t cosy English village countryside life at all. It was perfectly obvious what was going to happen.’


In 1938, there was a sharp deterioration in the world situation. It was calculated that if war broke out in Europe, Germany would be able to field seventy-nine divisions; France, thirty-three; Belgium, fifteen; Britain, two. In March Hitler invaded Austria, in what was termed the Anschluss. He declared the country to be part of the Third Reich and placed Nazis in all the key administrative posts. There was no response from Britain. Next on Hitler’s agenda was the Sudetenland, another border area given up after the Great War, contiguous with Czechoslovakia and harbouring a big German population. Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, made three flying visits to Germany to meet Hitler and discuss his ambitions; they were limited to the reoccupation of the Sudetenland, Chamberlain reported when he came back with the ‘peace in our time’ paper in his fingers. In went the German troops in October; six months later they were in Czechoslovakia proper, cutting up the country. There were rumblings from Britain this time; but, in the absence of an effective pact with the communist bogeyman of Russia, the only power with the clout to give Hitler pause for thought, these seemed just a baring of gums by an all but toothless old lion.


Meanwhile, in the Far East, Japan was forging south and west into the central Yangtze region of China.


Danny Misra, India:


I had gone out to Hong Kong with the Rajputana Rifles in 1937, and in 1938 I got leave and went to Japan for four months, hopping along the islands – Kobe, Nagasaki, Tokyo. I also went to Hokkaido, where the primitive tribesmen lived – they grew very long beards.


I moved among the Japanese not as a spy, but as a visitor. I stayed in a Japanese home for some time – the father had been at Oxford, the son at Eton.


I could not only sense that war was imminent, but also their ambitions. Hirohito was only a figurehead; the military ran the country. They had conquered most of China. It had all gone to their heads – an arrogant people.


To me, for political reasons, they were very nice, very charming. Their slogans were ‘Co-Prosperity’ and ‘Asia for the Asiatics’. People seemed very nice, very able, very hard-working. They welcomed Indians. Their policy was to try and drive a wedge between the Indians and the British; trying to brainwash us.


I enjoyed it! I knew there was no such thing as a free lunch.


Across the map of Europe the final moves were being made. In August 1939 the Russians, seeing that they would not get permission to cross Poland to attack Germany in the event of war, came to an accommodation with Hitler and signed a non-aggression pact. That removed the last obstacle to a German reconquest of territory ceded to Poland, again after the end of the First World War. But Poland, finally, was where Britain and her allies had decided the line would have to be drawn.


Derek Watson, Great Britain: ‘We didn’t ever talk about Hitler in the regiment in the 1930s. Very few wireless sets out in Nyasaland; papers came out by boat or seaplane. I had the Telegraph – always out of date. Hardly even thought about a war till 1939.’


Rod Wells, Australia:


We’d sent away our troops to Gallipoli with only a week or so’s training and we weren’t going to make that mistake again. The decision had been taken not to send troops abroad again to fight. If they want troops, they’re going to have to be volunteers.


There were two attitudes in Australia. One was that volunteering attitude and the other was: ‘If a war does break out – well, we did enough last time. Let them fight their own bloody wars.’ At that stage, many thought, ‘The Japanese are just a lot of little yellow bastards. They’d never dare attack us.’ A serious Japanese threat was never discussed. As for Abyssinia, when the Italians invaded it – well, that was just a place called Africa. There was a derogatory attitude to the Italians, too: ‘a whole load of banjo-players. Useless at fighting.’


So when the war did break out there was no thought of the Japanese or the Italians as serious opponents. It was: ‘What the hell are we doing? There’s a war going on! The Old Country needs help … Let’s go and show them what we can do, eh?


Vernon Alexander, Tobago: ‘I simply heard that Edward VIII, the one that abdicated the throne, he went to Germany when he was Prince of Wales, and he came back and told his father, King George V, ‘Look, you know Germany’s preparing for war. You’d better prepare for war, too." And King George said: ‘Oh, bugger them, man. We'll take care of them." ‘




PART TWO


ACTION




TWO


Setting Out: 1939–40


Fancy interrupting a young man’s cruise to Bali for a blooming war!


Pierre Austin, Royal Australian Navy


'I remember so well,’ says Sheila Kershaw, ’sitting in the sun at Olwen’s father’s house in St Fagan’s, near Cardiff. It was this lovely sunny afternoon and it seemed totally impossible that it had actually happened. Chamberlain spoke in this deadpan voice without any emotion at all; it was just merely a statement of fact.’


On 3 September 1939, two days after Hitler’s troops invaded Poland, Britain declared war on Germany. This time there was no question of the Old Country unilaterally declaring war on behalf of the entire Empire and Commonwealth. The colonies, it was true, were still going to have to do as Britain did – as was India, where the decision to declare war without consulting Indian opinion caused particular resentment. But the Dominions, at all events, were free to make up their own minds. Predictably, Australia and New Zealand were quick off the mark, declaring war on Germany immediately Britain had announced her declaration. In South Africa General Hertzog’s government twitched about, looking for ways to remain neutral. But Jan Smuts challenged the government in Parliament, defeated it, became Prime Minister himself and had the Union at war with Germany only three days after Britain, to the very vocal disapproval of Ossewa Brandwag and of many non-extremist but staunch Afrikaners. Canada, strangely as it seemed, hung back longest, preferring to have the decision formally taken by the Canadian Parliament in session – a delay of a week being the result. The Irish Free State, which was pressing for status as a republic and had already drifted clear of emotional attachment to British causes, opted for neutrality, to no one’s surprise.


[image: image]


‘The Dominions,’ Lord Balfour had declared at the 1926 Imperial Conference, ‘are autonomous communities within the British Empire, equal in status, in no way subordinate one to another in any aspect of their domestic or external affairs, though united by a common allegiance to the Crown and freely associated as members of the British Commonwealth of Nations.’ By the Statute of Westminster, enacted five years later, the British Parliament abrogated its right to legislate on behalf of the Dominions, or to veto any laws passed by a Dominion’s parliament. Many felt the Empire was crumbling and would never be able to act in a concerted way again. British politicians had a fair idea which way the Dominions would jump when it came to war with Germany. But the war would only be won if millions of individuals volunteered to augment the very small standing armies, navies and air forces of the Dominions and colonies.


Les Rowe, Australia:


The news broke in Melbourne on a Sunday; we were down on the beach. There was a ship out in the bay, a merchantman, and it fired a couple of shots – you could see it had a gun on the stem. A mate of mine who was in the Naval Reserve said to me, ‘I suppose some poor silly bugger'll be going on that soon.’ The words were scarcely out of his mouth when his father came down with a naval policeman to fetch him. He sailed on that ship straight away and was away for two and a half years.


We walked home, and I can remember quite clearly listening to Robert Menzies, the Prime Minister, saying, ‘Mr Chamberlain has said there is no answer to the ultimatum and so it is my melancholy duty to inform you that Australia is now at war with Germany.’ We hung around the streets, waiting for an Extraordinary Edition of the newspapers to be produced so we could read about it. And there it was.


I rushed around and tried to join the Navy, but they didn’t want to know. They took my details, but I was in the Middle East with the 2/48th Battalion by the time they got in touch with me.


Carlton Best, Trinidad:


On 3 September I was on this big savannah in the middle of Port of Spain, playing football. As I looked up, I saw my smaller brother and a policeman come across the savannah, beckoning. I said, ‘Me?’ He said, ‘Yes, you.’ I thought to myself, ‘Well, I haven’t done anything for the police to arrest me.’ So I went. He was going round in his jeep, picking up all the Defence Force people: ‘You are a volunteer? You have to go into barracks.’ So I changed my football clothes and reported there. By evening we were in uniform, in trucks, heading for Point Fortin in the south of the island to guard the oilfields.


Pierre Austin had joined the Royal Australian Navy in 1938, and was now serving in the destroyer Voyager. ‘When the news broke we were actually in Bali. Fancy interrupting a young man’s cruise to Bali for a blooming war! A signal came through, and the Old Man said, ‘Good God!" He handed us this signal. It said: ‘Germany – Total – Germany".’


Bob Gaunt in South Africa recalls his father staying up most of the night after the invasion of Poland, listening to the BBC, and calling his son in from the garden on the Sunday morning to hear Neville Chamberlain make his declaration of war.


In Canada the Cayley family sat round the battery radio in their Toronto living-room while fifteen-year-old Peter – soon to join the Royal Canadian Navy – listened in disappointment to the British Prime Minister delivering ‘a not very stirring address; it didn’t exactly call one to action’.


Britain was shortly to get a leader uniquely gifted at calling people to action. In 1943, speaking after a Mansion House dinner in London, Winston Churchill would praise to the skies the commitment of the Commonwealth countries as he recalled the moment when ‘this loosely and variously knit world-spread association, where so much was left unwritten and undefined, was confronted with the most searching test of all … In that dark, terrific and also glorious hour, we received from all parts of His Majesty’s Dominions, from the greatest to the smallest, from the strongest and from the weakest, from the most modem and the most simple, the assurance that we would all go down or come through together.’ Splendid phrases that roll as sonorously today as they did then. In September 1939, however, the Commonwealth had to make do with Mr Chamberlain’s dry matter-of-factness as a call to arms.


As for the youngsters who would take the plunge and join the forces during this first year of the war, to face up to barrack-room life, service food and discipline, service pay, separation from friends and family, and the real risk of disablement or death in some foreign country far from home – like all the other millions who were to follow them during the next six years, their motives were as heterogeneous as their characters and backgrounds, skin colours and religious leanings, educational levels and cultural contexts. All they had in common was membership of the British Commonwealth, and a young person’s desire to stretch the wings and be elsewhere …


Phil Rhoden, Australia: ‘Some say that people enlisted for the following reasons – one, because they didn’t have a job; two, because they had matrimonial troubles; three, they wanted to see the world; four, out of patriotic duty. I wasn’t eligible to have a job, because I’d just got through my law course; I wasn’t married; I didn’t care if I saw the world or not. So – I joined because I thought it my duty to do so.’


Charles Bell, New Zealand:


It was pretty well put by our Prime Minister of the time – ‘Where Britain goes, we go!’ – and that was the thinking of most of the country at the time. After all, we Maoris had done all this before. We’d sent a Maori unit to Gallipoli and France in the First World War. And it’s not so long ago that we were engaged in warfare against Europeans in this country. A chief of my tribe even built a road up to Gate Pa to make it easier for the British to get their guns up there, so they could fight him better! Fighting was a kind of way of life for us. So it was to be expected that if there was a war over there, New Zealanders would be involved.


Aziz Brimah, Gold Coast: ‘We knew that if we didn’t volunteer the enemy would come. Our motives: one, the British helped us to quench our tribal wars. Two, if they have trouble elsewhere, it’s proper for us to help them. Three, it’s also in our own interest – these people have an expanding attitude to cover the whole world. If we did not go out to face them, they would come here.’


Sheila Kershaw, Great Britain: ‘I’d joined the FANYs out in Kenya; I was more than capable of taking an engine out, taking it to bits and putting it together again. I was a decent shot, I’d learned first aid and I’d worked hard. I’d learned this series of skills which were of practical use, and I wasn’t going to sit on the touch-lines! No – I was going to fight for my country; I was going to contribute.’


Paul Radomski, New Zealand: ‘My father and mother were of Polish descent. The Germans had invaded Poland and I had a natural feeling for Poland. I was anti-German, yes – but for Poland more than that. And for the UK, too, for trade and financial reasons, because I could see that without them taking our sheep, beef and wool, we couldn’t live.’


Ernest Khomari, Basutoland:


Our principal teacher in college was an Englishman from London. He was interested in showing us pictures of how the Germans were advancing and taking over country after country. I remember the picture which virtually drew me to join the Army. It was of a pilot getting married in London. During the ceremony sirens went off, confusion started in the church, people ran out to the trenches to take cover. From the town also, mothers carrying children came running to the trenches. Men going to their guns to shoot off the German planes and so on.


In this picture, the wedding couple also tried to escape. They got into one little red car and they were driving away, when a big building was blown by the Germans and fell right on their car, and they were killed. Also I saw a mother in the trench, breasting her child, and a bomb falling right on top, and bits and pieces falling on the mother. So I got very worried and shocked, and said, ‘This man is going to do this the whole world over. So I’m going to volunteer to join, to stop him.’
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