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Lt Mary Mulry displaying her ‘two pips’
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INTRODUCTION


We tend to remember the Second World War in dramatic images: the frantic evacuation of Dunkirk; Spitfires fighting Messerschmitts and leaving trails of vapour against the Kent sky in the Battle of Britain; fires raging in ruined buildings in the Blitz; troops wading ashore in the D-Day invasion. Yet we rarely glimpse the private thoughts and feelings of the individuals caught up in these dramas. This is the world we enter in the secret wartime diary of Mary Mulry (later Morris).


As an eighteen-year-old trainee nurse going on duty at the Kent and Sussex Hospital in June 1940, Mary would be ‘faint with hunger’ by lunch time, and get told off for going out to dinner with an attractive, recently discharged Dunkirk survivor by the terrifying Matron – with ‘starched cap with frilly edges and a large bow tied under a medley of chins, all of them voicing disapproval’. But her duties also meant unquestioning dedication, self-sacrifice and compassion. ‘Private Mullins is one of the most severely burned,’ she writes of her first war-injured patient. ‘He is about eighteen years old – my age. His … arms are propped up in front of him on a pillow, the fingers extended like claws and his naked body hangs loosely on straps … we give him morphia every three hours.’


The pages of this extraordinary diary bring together Mary’s private thoughts with eyewitness accounts of some of the most public events of the twentieth century. With the exception of occasional gaps, which occur when she was working hard, ill or had let her entries drop for a time as diary writers so often do, we share her joy, fear, sorrow and anger, her romances, losses and friendships. We also see a young woman coming of age,



from the breathless enthusiasm of her early entries, when ‘Staff Nurse Jones reduced me to tears twice before the 9 a.m. break’, to the understated courage and confidence of the nurse who devised her own protocols in her tent ward in Normandy.


Mary’s entries can be humorous, sharp, thoughtful and sometimes subversive. Once on active service keeping a diary was forbidden, but Mary always delighted in challenging the rules – especially when they seemed to stand in the way of the humanity of nursing or her own common sense. ‘Should have headed this “Somewhere in Southern England”’, she writes on 15 June 1944, on her way to Normandy, ‘but this is a very private diary.’


The glamour of dances, parties and constant male attention never seems to be far away for Mary, but we also feel her accumulated sense of loss at romances that were continually cut short: ‘I always seem to be saying good-bye to men whom I might have loved had there been enough time.’ Yet, as we shall see, love did not elude her, even if it did bring with it the extremes of exultation and heartache that mark a relationship forged through brief meetings and frequent separations.


We are often reminded of the threats to her own life too, when she narrowly escaped death in the bombing of the Alexandra Hotel in London, when her sister hospital ship was blown up as they waited to disembark at Normandy, or when her hospital near Bayeux came under German bombardment. Although Mary does not have time to reflect on these events for long, they surely contribute to her growing maturity, and were a world away from anything her childhood in rural County Galway could have prepared her for.


Mary Mulry, like many young Irish women, came to train as a nurse in England in 1939, since there were few opportunities for young women in an economically depressed Ireland. Mary had seen her older brother Michael (whom she meets later in the war) emigrate to America like many local young men; her cousin Delia marry for lack of other options; and the grinding poverty and poor health endured by women through constant childbearing. Mary had been brought up by her aunt after her mother’s death from puerperal fever when Mary was only three weeks old. Well educated, but with few prospects for work at home, and encouraged by her cousin Julia, who was married and living near London, Mary applied for a position as a nursing probationer at the most prestigious nursing school in Britain, Guy’s Hospital, London. She passed their entry examination and began training there in August 1939 in spite of her family’s concerns about the prospect of war.
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An Irish childhood: a young Mary with her father and
brothers Patrick (front right) and Michael (back right)


Nursing training began with probationers placed on the wards, tasked with the menial duties of bedpan washing and locker scrubbing while they learned hospital routine and discipline as well as medical care. There were medical lectures and study in addition to long hours on the wards. When, in September, sections of Guy’s Hospital were evacuated out of London, Mary found herself continuing her probation at the Kent and Sussex Hospital in Tunbridge Wells. It is here that her diary begins.


War first came to her in the survivors of the evacuation of Dunkirk in late May 1940, when the British Expeditionary Force had been pushed back to the coast by the German army and forced to evacuate. Later that year she watched ‘dogfights’ overhead and socialised with pilots stationed nearby at Biggin Hill. Mary found escape in visits to London where, in spite of air raids, she was determined to enjoy dinners out and the theatre. In May 1941 she was caught in the worst recorded night of the Blitz, narrowly escaping with her life when her hotel was hit and split in half. Yet, as a young probationary nurse, Mary often seemed more daunted by her Matron than by the London bombs. Her long shifts and studies for her exams were punctuated by occasional holidays in Ireland where she could delight in meals unmarred by rationing: seemingly unlimited butter, eggs, bacon and rich fruit cakes were a short-lived delight before the inevitable sea-sickness of the ferry back to Holyhead.


In 1943, after passing her State Registered Nurse (SRN)



examinations, Mary moved to the Brook Hospital, Woolwich, London, to specialise in fever nursing. Although the most severe Blitz had ended in 1941, there were still intermittent air raids, and this period brought Mary closer to the realities of war on a daily basis. Her diary also shows how necessary this now more-or-less forgotten area of fever nursing was in the days before antibiotics, when children routinely suffered severe complications from diseases such as measles. With the constant threat of bombing raids, Mary often faced the impossible choice between moving critically ill patients from their beds and oxygen tents to the security of the shelter in the hospital basement, or of exposing them to possible death or injury by bombs. When Mary herself contracts diphtheria we realise the risks that medical personnel constantly took as they cared for the sick in a time before antibiotics and generalised immunisation.


At the end of her training in spring 1944, Mary joined the Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service Reserves (QAs). The QAs had been founded in 1902 to establish and maintain a workforce of trained nurses available to serve in military hospitals at home and abroad. QA nurses (Sisters) served in the First World War, but in 1939 there were only 640 members. By the end of the war this had risen to 12,000 (including the reserve). The army was actively encouraging the recruitment of nurses as preparations to invade Europe mounted, and Mary was determined to join up, in spite of the opposition of her Matron who, like many administrators of civilian hospitals, was concerned about the increasing shortage of medical personnel on the Home Front.


In joining a branch of the British Army Mary also faced opposition from her family back  home. Her father, an idealistic republican, had fought the British during the Easter Rising in 1916 and in the War of Independence. She could have returned to Ireland to avoid being eligible for call-up or have stayed in England as a civilian nurse, but Mary was proud of her role defined by her QA uniform, particularly when she was saluted 

smartly by male soldiers in response to her officer’s ‘pips’. She could now also claim membership of the ‘Irish Volunteers’, the Irish citizens who joined the British forces, whom she would constantly meet during her time in Europe. Although what was then the Irish Free State, or Eire, was neutral, thousands of Irish men and women elected to join the British forces to fight in the war or to participate in war work on the Home Front. In addition to those working in factories or nursing on the Home Front, approximately 165,000 Irish were in the British Services in 1944.


Although most of Britain knew something momentous was about to happen, plans for the D-Day invasion of 6 June 1944 remained secret, even in military circles. When, after a brief period of army training at Hatfield House in Hertfordshire, Mary and her fellow QA nurses were sent to the south coast of England to await embarkation for Europe, they were stepping into the unknown. Following the male-only medical teams who landed with the troops on D-Day, five General Hospitals, including female nurses, landed in Normandy on 16 and 17 June. Mary’s unit, 101 British General Hospital, was prevented from leaving because of bad weather, but sailed with a calm sea from Southampton at 11.30 p.m. on 18 June. By the time they arrived on the coast of Normandy ‘the seas were mountainous’, and, as Mary vividly evokes it, disembarking onto a landing craft was an act of faith as well as gymnastics.


In Normandy Mary quickly learned to cope with minimal hospital equipment and embraced the most basic of living conditions. Her matter-of-fact tone and dogged courage make it easy to forget the danger that even those officially behind the lines faced. Although she describes the grotesque details of the battle-scarred landscape in Normandy, the necessity of wearing tin hats and being strafed by German planes, she does not mention – and may not have been aware of – the precarious situation she was entering.


Whether in the tented hospital close to the front lines, or



later at a makeshift hospital in a convent in Louvain, Belgium, Mary records not only her story but those of the patients she nursed – both Allies and enemies – and of the other nurses and orderlies. Throughout the diary we witness the savagery of the war, but also what she calls ‘the lovely spirit of warm friendliness which exists between all of us’, and then her sadness at its loss when her hospital is moved and she is forced, once again, to try to build a new life. This was the world of young men and women at war, where close relationships that offered support in the harsh and dangerous conditions could be severed abruptly.


At the end of the war Mary remained in Brussels before being posted to Hamburg. Her diary from this period reminds us that the war did not end the moment the fighting stopped. Her own joy at being in love and then pregnant with her first child was set against constant reminders of the devastation of a war that reached far beyond wounded bodies and shattered cities. We see the guilt she feels at the starving German civilians and the state of the German prisoners emerging from prisoner-of-war camps, in contrast to the lavish entertainment at Allied parties. We glimpse the early Nuremberg trials, the controversy surrounding the creation of a Jewish homeland, and the horrific accounts emerging from concentration camps such as Bergen-Belsen. Yet the diary ends with her looking forward into the future with the birth of her son, delivered, with a storybook sense of completion, by a friend and doctor from her days in Normandy.


A typescript of this diary is housed in the Imperial War Museum. Very few nurses’ diaries survived the Second World War, and this one is unusually complete and sustained. As Mary narrates this long war and its aftermath we are fortunate that, in defying regulations and writing for herself, Mary was also inadvertently recording for future generations. At one point she is frustrated by her seeming inability to articulate her thoughts: ‘I do not seem to be at all creative. Have tried to write but the ideas in my head will not convey themselves to my pen.’



But her creativity was in that very pen. Reading the diary from a distance of seventy years it is easy to forget that each date she records at the top of her day’s entry is the most recent date in history. Diaries take us into the experience of life as it is lived from day to day precisely because, unlike memoirs, the events and feelings recorded are immediate; they have not been revisited and rewritten through the lens of hindsight, nor can time blur their intensity. The vivid and candid entries of this young woman, who combined the practical with the adventurous, the vivacious with the thoughtful and empathetic, are a lasting testimony of what it meant to be a nurse and a young woman caught up in those long years of war.


Carol Acton,
December 2013









EDITOR’S NOTE


Mary Morris (née Mulry) was born in County Galway in 1921. After completing her nursing training in London, which had begun in 1939, she joined the Queen Alexandra Imperial Nursing Service Reserve in 1944. She married Captain Malcolm Morris in London in 1946, and they settled in Britain after the war. Mary later returned to nursing and never stopped writing. She died in 1997 and is survived by four children and eight grandchildren.


Carol Acton is Associate Professor of English, St Jerome’s University at the University of Waterloo, Ontario, specialising in war writing, especially autobiographical works. She discovered Mary’s diaries in the Imperial War Museum archives.











One


‘The real war started for me today’


Training at the Kent and Sussex
Hospital, Tunbridge Wells
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Eighteen-year-old Mary Mulry from Co. Galway, Ireland, had begun her nursing training at Guy’s Hospital, London, in August 1939. In September, in preparation for war, sections of Guy’s had moved out of London, and Mary continued her probation at the Kent and Sussex Hospital, near Tunbridge Wells, Kent. In May 1940 she confronted the war for the first time.


31 May 1940, Kent and Sussex Hospital


The real war started for me today. It was routine early morning on Men’s Surgical – the usual old men with supra-pubic cystostomy, urine draining into Winchester bottles on the floor by their beds. Staff Nurse Jones reduced me to tears twice before the 9 a.m. break. I try not to let her see me cry.


Matron and Mr Horden and one of the Consultant Physicians were talking in Sister’s office as I reported back on duty at 9.30 a.m. After they had gone, Sister called us all into the office to say that our ward was to be evacuated at once. No questions were to be asked. She would order ambulances and make the arrangements. We were to get on with packing the patients’ personal effects and change the dressings if that was necessary.


There were disgruntled mutterings from most of the men, but within a short time relatives appeared on the ward and helped us to get them ready to depart. Staff Nurse had a good time bossing everybody about. Eventually the ward was empty, clean and beds made up. We were ready, but for what?


It was about 2 p.m. that the ambulances started to arrive. I was ordered to report to Casualty Sister, a being who terrifies me. She looks so efficient and rustles with starch when she dashes about.


As I entered the Casualty department, I was astounded to see so many wet, dirty and injured people there. Some were



soldiers (I guessed they must be Dunkirk survivors), the others were civilians. They were all laid out on stretchers on the floor, and most of our surgeons and physicians were there, assisted by several senior Sisters and Staff Nurses. I was given the job of removing dirty, wet clothing. Several of the men had their skin flayed by oil burns, a very painful condition, others were injured by bomb splinters, and some were injured by machine-gun fire from the air as they came across the Channel. There is one badly shocked middle-aged man, a Captain Hermes, a Belgian boat owner. They were all very tired, cold, wet and hungry. All the surgical cases are now on my ward.*


1 June


There is a completely different atmosphere on the ward now – more cheerful. Staff Nurse chats to the BEF [British Expeditionary Force] soldiers and has less time for making my life a misery. Capt. Hermes is still exhausted and shocked and is under sedation.


The small ward is now occupied by the burns cases. Private Brian Mullins is one of the most severely burned. He is about eighteen years old – my age. His face and hands have been sprayed with tannic acid, which has set into a hard black cement. His arms are propped up in front of him on a pillow, the fingers extended like claws and his naked body hangs loosely on straps just clear of the bed. His eyelids are coated with a thick layer of gentian violet and we give him morphia every three hours. He was involved in an explosion on his way back from Dunkirk.


John Evans, the captain of the old Brighton Belle, got off



lightly with a fractured tibia and fibula. His leg is in a plaster and he talked to me as I helped him to have a blanket bath. He sadly misses his ship. She was certainly versatile. John told me that she used to carry holiday crowds across the Channel before the Boer War, swept mines in the Great War, and swept mines again last winter. This great old ship went over to Dunkirk to collect the soldiers, deposited one load safely on the Kent coast and went back for the second. It was on the return journey, with four hundred exhausted soldiers aboard, that she struck the wreck of a ship and slowly sank. John managed to transfer the soldiers to another boat and also rescued his dog Jock before the old Belle disappeared from view.


The story of the Dunkirk rescue operation is an extraordinary one. John told me how he and his crew met up with French and Belgian fishing boats lying off Ramsgate – boats from Caen, Le Havre and Antwerp. They had all helped before at Calais and Boulogne in the preceding days at Dunkirk, but when they heard the new orders they set out again. The fishing boats were the leaders of the procession, for they were slow and with them went some Dutch ‘scouts’, stumpy little coastal vessels, commandeered at the collapse of Holland. Each little boat was flying the white ensign of the Royal Navy, and fitted with one Lewis gun. Next went coasters, paddle steamers and tugs. There was a car ferry and lots of yachts, large and small. There were sloops, trawlers and, rolling and pitching in a cloud of spray, open speedboats, wholly unsuited to the Channel chop.


John told me as I washed his good foot that there was never such a fleet that went to war before. Some were tatty with old car tyres for fenders, others were bright with new paint and chromium. It was apparently the queerest and most nondescript flotilla that ever was, and manned by all kinds of people, English, Belgian, French. There were bankers and dentists, taxi drivers, yachtsmen and fishermen, even dockers, engineers and civil servants.


4 June


Private Mullins is to be transferred to Mr McIndoe’s skin-grafting unit at East Grinstead as soon as he is well enough to be moved. He is still in a great deal of pain and there is a great deal to be done before grafting.*


Some of our Dunkirk evacuees are feeling better, and talking much more. They were extremely tired, and have slept for nearly two days and two nights.


There are several French soldiers here, but most of them are very quiet. They are, I think, still stunned by the collapse of their country.


Our own soldiers are far more bitter. They are angry because they feel let down by the RAF. Most of them allege that they did not see any of ours over there. They had spent days on the road and the beaches of Dunkirk. They have nothing but praise for the Royal Navy destroyers and the small ships that pulled them out of Dunkirk, but they will never forgive the Air Force. The newspaper headlines read ‘Unceasing vigil of the RAF in France’.


12 June


Went on duty at 7 a.m. The ward was much quieter than usual, none of the loud cheery greetings which I usually received. Pierre was sitting on his bed crying, the tears rolling down his cheeks. I was appalled. Pierre is slim and dark, with beautiful brown eyes and masses of Gallic charm. I checked that Staff Nurse was not around, pulled the curtains round his bed and asked what was wrong. He took my hand and said in French, ‘The honour of my country is at stake. Paris has fallen to the Boche.’* He told me that he would remain in England and become a member of the Free French Army. He is being discharged from hospital tomorrow and invited me to have dinner with him tomorrow evening. We are not allowed to go out with patients, or even speak to them on matters other than their treatment. Pierre is charming. I shall go out with him. No one need know about it.


14 June


Went out to dinner with Pierre last night. His fractured English is delightful. We went to a restaurant near the Pantiles. Tunbridge Wells never ceases to astonish me. It seems to be populated by retired colonels and their ladies, who have spent most of their lives in the Indian sub-continent and other far-flung parts of the Empire. Their snippets of overheard conversation are liberally sprinkled with words like the Punjab, Sahib and Raj. They walk tall and straight, and tend to speak with loud, straight, self-confident voices with a strong undercurrent of authority. They seem to be a little ill at ease as they mix with the remnants of our brave BEF men in the shops or pubs. The class-consciousness in this country is still very new to me. It appears to be a matter of accent rather than social position. Have discovered that the type of colonel’s lady who looks down her nose at my soft Irish brogue will be charm itself if I teasingly adopt an Oxford drawl.


Pierre poured out his heart to me about all the sorrows of his beloved La Belle France as he held my hand in the candlelight, and added that I must be partly French as I am so ‘sympathique’. It was at this moment that I saw Staff Nurse and one of the seniors sitting at a table in the corner glaring at me. Pierre said, ‘There are too many people here’, and we went out into the warm June evening.


It was still quite early (I had to be in my room by 10 p.m.). We held hands as we skipped along the road leading to Happy Valley.* We lay on the grass, laughed and listened to the song of the birds. Pierre goes away tomorrow. I may never see him again. He too comes from a Roman Catholic background and was brought up on a farm in Normandy. Soon it was nearly dark and almost 10 p.m. We ran all the way back to the K. and S., and crawled round the grounds in the hope of finding an open window in the Nurses’ Home. We found one eventually and in fear and trembling I said ‘Au Revoir’ to Pierre as he helped to push me through. It was a real cloak-and-dagger effort to get to my room without being spotted by the eagle-eyed Home Sister.


15 June


Staff Nurse and her awful friend had a malignantly triumphant look about them at breakfast this morning. I was soon to discover what they had been up to! Sister called me into her office in the middle of bottle round. She looked very severe and said that I was to remove my elbow frills and put on my starched cuffs and wait outside Matron’s office until I was called. She then added, ‘Finish the bottle round first’. I tore round as fast as I could, my heart beating with fear and anxiety. What had I done wrong? I had two more years of training to do. It would be awful to be sent home in disgrace. I tried to tidy my hair underneath the starched cap, but it is long and thick and keeps escaping.


I waited in the queue outside Matron’s office. Joyce Bale came out in tears. What hope could there be for me, when Joyce is always impeccably tidy and came top in the Prelim exams? The next girl to go in was Audrey, clutching a broken thermometer and a 2/- piece. She looks fed up too. It is hard enough on our tiny salary to have to pay for all accidental breakages – but in addition to that Matron seems to enjoy humiliating us. We are entirely at her mercy – examination results and references are essential in this job.


Matron was sitting behind her large desk as I entered and she left me standing there for nearly fifteen minutes while she carried on writing. She looked as if she was going to don the black cap at any moment, and said that a responsible senior nurse was ‘horrified’ at seeing me dining in a public restaurant with a male patient. It was useless for me to protest that he was in fact an ex-patient, discharged two days ago. I knew that I had already been tried and must now await judgement. Matron is to ask the Ward Sister for a full report on my work and behaviour on duty.


17 June


Slept very little last night. Am worried about my annual leave which is due on the 20th. Will I be sacked and sent home in disgrace? Will they understand in Ireland?


When Sister came on duty she told me that I must report to Matron’s office at 9 a.m. I tore round madly to get the work done, dashed over to the Nurses’ Home to find a clean, starched apron and cuffs, and then ran back to wait outside in the queue. It was a hot, sunny day, but I shivered with fear and anxiety as I waited to be admitted to the presence. She is such a terrifying figure as she sits behind her large desk in full regalia – severe navy dress with stiff starched collar, starched cap with frilly edges and a large bow tied under the medley of chins, all of them voicing disapproval. She said, ‘Nurse, you are to go on holiday on the 20th as arranged and when you return we shall review the situation’. She added, ‘Your work report states that you spend too much time talking to the patients. We do not allow such behaviour in this hospital. You are here to work and train. You are far too flighty.’


I returned to the ward feeling that I had least received a temporary reprieve.


Joyce Bale invited the girls in our set to her room this evening after duty for a midnight feast. She had received a food parcel from a relative in America. It was bliss to see a rich fruit cake and a whole packet of butter. Our ration is so minute I use up my ration in one meal and then go without for the rest of the week.* I’ve had to give up sugar completely – as it never reaches the lower echelons of our long dining-room table. This long table plays a large part in our lives. It is symbolical of the hallowed procedures and jealously guarded seniority of our profession. We are always hungry and I find that serving the patients’ dinner is personal torture. We have breakfast at 6.30 a.m. and more often than not the juniors have to go to the second sitting for lunch at 1.30 p.m. I am usually faint with hunger by then.


Our party was great fun, and we were giggling away at 10 p.m. when we heard the bossy footsteps of Night Sister coming along the corridor calling, ‘Lights off, nurse’. We put the light out and lay on the floor, terrified that she would enter and book us all for being out of bounds after hours. We had great difficulty in controlling Maggie Lee, who was choking on her biscuits with laughter.
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In June 1940, Mary returned home to Ireland for the first time since arriving in London for her training the previous August.


20 June, Holyhead


Travelled up to London this morning, the beginning of my annual holiday. The train was full of soldiers and airmen, sitting on their kit bags in the corridor, whistling and chatting me up as I struggled to find a seat.


Met Pierre in the West End. We had luncheon in Lyons Corner House in the Strand. He seems happier now that he is a part of the Free French Army. Was amazed at the number of noisy Australian soldiers in the West End. They are our allies, over here to train I suppose, but I dislike their uncouth manners and atrocious voices.


My train left Euston for Holyhead at 11 p.m. and Pierre suggested that we book seats for a show in the evening. The only available tickets were for a new show at the Aldwych called Women and Angels. One can’t be too fussy in wartime but I did not enjoy it, and was definitely put off by the loud guffaws of the Aussie diggers.


Pierre was quiet and said that he would miss me as we wended our way by taxi to Euston. He waved good-bye to me from the platform until his figure was a small lonely dot in the distance.


The Irish Mail to Holyhead is almost a part of the Emerald Isle, familiar Irish voices, the happy laughter of people going home to their families, glad to get away from the black-out of London, and looking forward to the bright lights of Dublin. We trundled northwards across a blacked-out Britain.


21 June, Galway


Arrived in Holyhead at around 3 a.m. feeling tired and stiff. There were large numbers of Red Caps [Military Police] on the quay – looking for deserters I suppose.


The smell of the boat to Ireland always excites me. It is taking me home. There was very little scrutiny of my papers, considering that we are travelling to a neutral country. I wonder how many spies find this an easy outlet for information to be passed on to the Germans.


There is quite a chop on the Irish Sea as usual. I’ve never known it calm. Wish I could avoid being sea-sick. It was dark on deck, the boat chugging along without lights. How are we to avoid collision? We stopped twice on the way over. It may have been a floating mine. We were not told. I went below to lie down and felt very frustrated to see such a quantity of food – no rationing here and I was feeling sea-sick!


The atmosphere became more noisy and relaxed as we left wartime England behind and I went back up on deck again. I could pick out the lights of Dublin and Kingstown in the distance. These lights, such an irritation to the Royal Navy, are to me a part of the warmth and gaiety of Dublin.


We pulled alongside the quay of Kingstown or Dunleary as it is now called.* I stood on deck and scanned the faces of the waiting crowd. There was no familiar face there. It was a moment of bitter disappointment, until I saw my cousin Tom push his way through the crowds and wave to me. Dear Tommy, he is always there when I need him, his dear face puckered with lines of humour and sadness. He is such a lovely vulnerable human being.


It was a bright beautiful morning, with clouds thundering across the sky, and drops of rain falling through the sunshine, so we decided not to take the train but walk in to Dublin. Tom gave my bags to the train driver whom he knows. Everybody seems to know everybody else over here.


We talked and laughed and talked again all the way to O’Connell Street. There is always time in Dublin to talk, recite poetry or sing. The people we met wanted to know how England was coping with the war and were not at all convinced that they could manage it without the Irish.


We reached the S Hotel in time for breakfast. This is a lovely homely place, the staff never change. The waitress Kitty is a friend of ours and within minutes we were sitting at a round table with a snowy white cloth, tucking in to the type of breakfast which I would dream about at the Kent and Sussex – lovely rashers of Irish bacon, two eggs, sausages, mushrooms and tomatoes, delicious home-made wheat bread and lashings of butter artistically sculpted into twirls and butterfly shapes, and all accompanied by hot strong tea. It was bliss. I was home.


I put my feet up in Kitty’s room while Tom fetched my bags and put them on the Galway train. The driver will keep an eye on them.


Left Dublin waving good-bye to Tom about 10.30 a.m. The atmosphere here is very relaxed, never any rush. Time is totally irrelevant – only people matter. The driver knows everybody all along the line, and stops the train if he sees someone, to enquire about their health, or that of their family, or to pick up a few squawking chickens to take to a friend. You can go off for a picnic in a field at any small station, knowing that Pat won’t move without you. My poor dear native land is far too easygoing ever to become a force to be reckoned with.


We trundled along through the middle of Ireland to Athlone. It is the least interesting part of my homeland, although they are inordinately proud of their Shannon Scheme – which brings very cheap electricity to most of Connaught. We eventually reached the open field and one station house that is Wood-lawn. As we neared the station I noticed our ass John leaning over the gate. He had one ear cocked as usual and looked ready for a mad gallop. Auntie was there too looking apprehensive. I had a sudden pang as I realised how old she looked. Age in a loved one seems to show up after a period of separation. She had to be comforted by the Stationmaster and his wife, because she cried so much with joy at the sight of me.


We packed my bags into the ass’s trap and set off for Caltra. Auntie is now blissfully happy and so am I. The roads are empty, except for the occasional farmer bringing home a load of turf with his horse and cart. John too is happy and the clop of his newly shod hooves on the road is music to my ears.


The countryside is flat but not uninteresting. The open fields and boglands are restful and peaceful, with a strange poignant loneliness that is intensified by the cry of the corncrake and the curlew and the musical swish of wild geese and ducks in flight. There are hares and rabbits playing in the fields, and happy-looking cows – just chewing the cud – in all, nature minding its own business. This is another world from the one that Pierre was talking about only yesterday in London – the horror and suffering of war and the defeat and surrender of France.


John is a very strong-minded animal and despite our efforts to reach home as soon as possible, he was determined to visit old friends. We dropped in on people for a cup of tea, because our ass refused to move on until we did. Anyway it is considered unfriendly in Ireland to pass the door without visiting. We received a Céad Mile Fáilte everywhere we went. They are always happy to substitute work for talk. Talking is a national disease and it is pleasantly infectious.


On reaching home we found that some relatives and friends had put on a spread for me, again lots of lovely good food and a warm welcome. Now it was my turn to cry. These were the friends of my childhood. We talked and talked until I literally fell asleep on the settle bed in the kitchen.


24 June


I seem to have been just eating and sleeping in this comforting cocoon of home for days. I do exactly as I like, come and go when I wish, no fixed meal times. We eat when we are hungry. Auntie is so hospitable, the kettle is always on the hob and the turf fire burns so brightly. All the cooking is done on this fire – a bad summer for the turf is a disaster.


The house is untidy as always, chickens and young turkeys come in and are shut out by the half-door. I can remember when that half-door looked like Everest, the whole world was beyond it. There is a sack of turf in the corner, a whole side of bacon hanging in the hob, and a picture of the Sacred Heart with a small shelf and a little red lamp lighted below it on the wall. The Shannon Scheme has not reached us yet so we make do with paraffin lamps. The kitchen is the focal point for family living, and when the sun goes down, friends and neighbours come to visit. There is laughter and music, the tin whistle and the fiddle, and the old story-telling folk songs are sung over and over again. There is an atmosphere of sadness and humour, and a strange mixture of Gaelic and colourful English.


Tonight my father was talking about Northern Ireland. He fought alongside Michael Collins and Sean McKeon in the ‘Troubles’ and to this day feels betrayed by the people who signed the treaty with England. He feels that the British Government will live to regret this alliance. I pointed out that HM Government have enough to worry about at present.


My father is something of a radical, a man of peace but strongly motivated by injustice, whether by the British or his own Catholic Church.


He once openly denounced our parish priest, Father Donnelly, for taking food from the mouths of children, because of the priest’s demand from the pulpit at Mass for money for foreign Missions. My father pointed out that charity begins at home and ‘what good were the missionaries doing in Africa anyway’ and sure ‘weren’t the Africans being killed by pneumonia through being forced to wear clothes’. I’m sure that must be logical, because my father is a sensible man, but these sentiments made him very unpopular with the clergy. The local shopkeeper who was well in with the priest would not give him credit to buy seed after that. He was abused and vilified by all the holy toadies.


My father is constantly quoting the poetry of W. B. Yeats and Rudyard Kipling. Can’t imagine how a man who loves the one can love the other! He is a man of ideas, never a man of action, and the broken-down appearance of the farm proves my point. He needs a great cause, and a small farm in a remote part of the west of Ireland is not his true habitat.


28 June


Enjoyed walking around the fields today, renewing my friendship with our dog Sammy Laddy. Auntie tells me that when I left home last year to go to England, he sat waiting for me at the gate for nearly a week. Sammy and I have been friends since I was a small girl. We ran round the fields as we used to do, and re-discovered all our favourite places, flushed out rabbits, picked wild strawberries, chatted to the hens and ducks, dug up new potatoes for lunch and had a lovely time.


We had cally for lunch, new potatoes straight from the earth thrown into a pot of boiling salt water, chopped spring onions also freshly picked and the lot pounded together until light and fluffy. The aroma is wonderful – and oh the delight of making a well in the centre and filling it with a small mountain of golden freshly churned butter. We drank buttermilk with this delicious meal.


Mick McLoughlin dropped in for a chat this evening, bringing a huge salmon as a present. ‘Caught it only an hour since,’ he said with a twinkle in his eye. We are all too polite to ask where he had caught it. There is so much good living here where food is concerned and so little money. The small farmer receives very little for his labour. The traditional customs of salutation are still preserved here. It is nice to hear the Gaelic ‘God save all here’ when people come to the door and the ‘May God and Mary go with you’ when a guest departs.


Went to visit [cousin] Delia in Cloonfaries today. It was a lovely bicycle ride, along the old deserted bog road. The road was very bumpy and I was glad to reach the tiny remote village. There are only three houses occupied there now. The others are deserted, the young have emigrated to America and the old people are dead. There is nothing so sad as an empty derelict house that was once a happy home bursting with the laughter of children.


Delia’s two boys led me to the squat thatched cottage with the traditional half-door to keep out the hens. I had brought presents for the boys, and Betsy their pet lamb (now a fully grown sheep) was determined not to be left out of the festivities. She joined us as we had tea in the kitchen, her bright little eyes looking adorably at the boys as they fed her with pieces of cake. Betsy’s mother rejected her after her birth and she was reared on diluted cow’s milk fed to her by the boys when she was tiny. Delia said that she is a very nosy sheep and would have carried on grazing in the field had she not seen me arrive.


As I cycled home in the twilight that evening, I mused on the fact that the war has had no perceptible impact on my native patch of Ireland.


1 July


Went to Mass in Caltra this morning. The Catholic Church is a very dominating force here and always has been. Father Donnelly is a great Gaelic revivalist. He sent me to spend a week in Kilkieran, a Gaeltacht district in Connemara, to improve the use of my native tongue, when I was twelve years old. That was great fun, but I have never forgiven him for making me stand up at a Feis and recite twenty-four verses in Gaelic of a dreary depressing tale relating to the sad demise of the people who drowned at Annaghdown.*


It will soon be time for me to leave this haven of peace and return to my duties at the K. and S. Have refused to read the papers so do not know what is going on there.


[image: Images]


On her return to the Kent and Sussex, Mary was still waiting in trepidation to hear what Matron might have to say about her transgression.


28 July, Kent and Sussex Hospital


Left home this morning. It was a great sadness for me to wave good-bye to Auntie and John as the train puffed out of Wood-lawn Station. It took me a long time to persuade my relatives and friends that I was not returning to a hornets’ nest of evil, danger and Godlessness. They brought me small presents last night and were sad to see me go – but this is a country that has become accustomed to losing its young people. There is no money on the land, and to the youth the streets of Boston and London are paved with gold. I have not found much gold in England. The pay is 30/- per month, long hard hours of work, and lectures and study on one’s days off. I love the work and caring for the patients is the best part.* The food is insufficient and on my day off I go hungry as I can’t afford to go out for a meal.


Tom met me in Dublin and accompanied me out to Kingstown. It was almost dark as I went aboard and I felt a sense of trepidation as I waved good-bye to my cousin. What am I returning to at the Kent and Sussex – a disapproving Matron, an uncertain future and a war? I am leaving behind the family I love and they fear for my safety.


I watched the bright lights of Dublin until the last glimmer had disappeared, and then turned my face to the blacked-out shores of England and settled down to sleep. It was a calm night and the crossing to Holyhead was uneventful. There were many delays on the train journey down to London and Euston was in darkness as the Irish Mail pulled in to the station.


Telephoned Pierre after breakfast. He was delighted to see me, rather gratifying, and we mingled with the multi-national crowd in the West End for a couple of hours. There are many Polish and Czech soldiers here at present, and the raucous voices of the Aussies are still recognisable.


Was exhausted by the time Pierre put me on to the train for Tunbridge Wells. It was nearly 11 p.m. by the time I reached K and S. I had written to Matron in advance for permission to come in late.


2 August


It is hard to get back to the old routine after my lovely home leave. I invited some of the girls, including Maggie Lee and Joyce Bale, round to my room for a beano last night. I had brought back a rich Irish whiskey fruit-cake, and 1/2lb butter each for our set, also fresh eggs. They were delighted, sang ‘You Are My Sunshine’ at the top of their voices, and brought me up to date with the news. Matron had been a B as usual and I have been allocated to Women’s Medical Ward. We are all, excepting Bale, down for night duty in three weeks.


Was sad to leave my Dunkirk heroes on Men’s Surgical, but many are fit for discharge now; some have already returned to their units. I was not sad to see the back of that Staff Nurse and her responsible friend who reported my goings-on to Matron.


7 August


Have been working on Women’s Medical now for a few days and like it very much. Sister Wolfe is in charge of the ward and is about twenty-eight years old. She and her scientist father left Germany in 1930 and they are both naturalised Britons. Gerta Wolfe is tiny, dark, intelligent and fair-minded. She takes her teaching role in the ward seriously, and I find these medical case histories fascinating. I can now relate the medical diseases in my text books to the real-life women on my ward. This creates a double interest – the women themselves, their personalities, home background and attitudes, and the illness that is confining them to bed.


Mrs Joan Kelly is in the first bed inside the ward door. She is in her early thirties, and an unwilling Catholic, married to an Irish labourer. She has six children, one for every year of their marriage. The Kelly children are well known in Casualty. They are constantly coming in with runny ears and chesty coughs. They are plainly under-nourished and in need of shoes and clothing. Joan is a good mother and loves her children dearly, but they are too much for her to cope with. She is in here suffering with acute anaemia, and she is pathetically grateful for the treatment we give her and the rather inadequate food that is provided.


We are giving her iron and liver injections but soon we shall send her home to have another baby and to start the whole cycle of family deprivation all over again. Women should not be forced to have babies unless they are strong enough to bear them and rear them successfully.


The women on the ward are lovely. Most of them are tolerant, easy-going Mum types, so self-sacrificing and always considerate to us nurses. Why are women so self-abnegatory and so grateful for everything we do for them?


Sister Wolfe has helped to improve my self-confidence. She assumes that I am capable of passing a Ryles tube into a stomach or taking a blood sample for the laboratory and because of this I find I can do these things.


There was a great deal of air traffic last night. They sounded like heavy bombers.


9 August


The weather is lovely, bright and sunny. Took my text book and notes out to Happy Valley yesterday and sat in the sunshine writing up medical lectures.


The air-raid warning sounded as I walked back to the hospital, and a Local Defence Force man approached and told me to get under cover. There was a sound of bomber planes again. They must have been German for the ack-ack mobile anti-aircraft guns were soon in the street and it became very noisy.


The All Clear sounded in a little while and I made my way back to the Nurses’ Home. The phoney war seems to be coming to an end.* Hope it does not become too active over Kent.


12 August


Off duty 2 to 5 p.m. and decided to walk out to Happy Valley again. It is one of my favourite places. It was a very warm afternoon, and as I gazed up at the clear blue sky, I noticed the vapour trails wending their way across. It was then that I recognised the Spitfires – there were about a dozen up there and their agility in the sky was staggering. They were manoeuvring in and out creating more and more complicated vapour trails spinning and diving. I watched in amazement and then I heard the bombers – they must be German. I suddenly realised that the Spitfires were trying to buzz off the Messerschmitts, which were accompanying the bombers. I could not see the bombers – they must have been high – but suddenly there was a blur of twisting machines sparkling in the brilliant sunshine, and then a plane came spinning down in a sheet of flame. Was rooted to the ground in horror and then I saw a parachute open. Hope it was not one of ours.†


Met a small group of Local Defence Volunteers on the way back. They were accompanied by the Fire Brigade and ARP [Air Raid Precaution] men obviously on their way to the burning plane, and also to arrest or rescue the parachutist.


Reported for duty at 5 p.m. and Sister Wolfe said that Matron wished to see me. This was unusual and I hoped that it did not have any connection with the dinner with Pierre episode. I was terrified as usual but she merely said ‘Will you go to bed at once, nurse, and report for night duty on Men’s Surgical at 9 p.m.?’ I whispered ‘Thank you Matron’ and went to my room.


It was a beautiful evening and I could not possibly sleep so decided to write some letters on the balcony. There is a fabulous view from there, right across the rich rolling weald of Kent, beautiful Cobbett country. Have enjoyed reading his Essays since I came here. *


It is twilight and beautiful now, remarkably peaceful – the birds are twittering happily but I sense a feeling of apprehension, maybe a fear of the unknown.


14 August


The Dunkirk men have gone home now or back to their units. In addition to the usual civilian surgical cases, we have several young RAF officers, most of them with burns. They are Spitfire and Hurricane pilots. They usually remain with us for a few weeks’ treatment prior to being transferred to Mr McIndoe’s unit at East Grinstead Hospital. Have heard a great deal about his incredible prowess in rebuilding faces for these young men who are so disfigured.


Dick was admitted to our ward at 1 a.m. today – a twentyone-year-old Spitfire pilot. He had been picked up in the Channel having baled out after a dogfight with some Messerschmitts. He is in a very bad way, blind with a fractured jaw and severe burns of the face and head. He was taken to theatre on admission and bits of bone and loose teeth were removed from the remains of his face and a stitch put through his tongue so that it could be tied to a button on his pyjama jacket – otherwise he would have choked to death.


I sat beside his bed all through the dark hours of the night. The pain and thirst were unquenchable – his mouth too burnt for even a sip of water, and the intravenous drip was too slow to replace the lost fluid. I gave him morphia every three hours. In the early hours his parents came to visit him and before their arrival I placed a gauze mask over the remains of his poor face.


15 August


The early mornings here are beautiful. I went out on to the balcony at dawn just before waking the patients. The beauty was indescribable – blue skies, the happy activity of birds, the peace and the poignant sadness which is an integral part of nature’s beauty in wartime.


There is little time for philosophising these days and very little opportunity for sleep. The air-raid warning usually goes off after our meal at 9.30 a.m. and soon afterwards we hear the planes and the ack-ack guns.


Today I have been unable to sleep at all. It is so noisy. Will we win this battle in the skies? People are becoming rather depressed. The papers say ‘we are unprepared’. Will there be an invasion? We feel particularly vulnerable here in Kent.


This is another beautiful day – a day for happiness and gaiety. I watched another dogfight this afternoon, the plane bursting into flame up there in the blue sky and the white parachute opening up like a flower and then dropping gracefully on to a field. Sometimes the parachute becomes entangled in a tree or even a church tower. All this has become a commonplace everyday event now. We switch on the wireless to listen to the BBC nine o’clock news and wait avidly to hear about the day’s score. Are we killing more of theirs? Who is winning?


Felt extremely tired as I came on duty tonight. The horror of having to face a hard twelve-hour stint of duty without sleep. It is impossible to describe how I long for sleep.


We had four German POW patients admitted today. Three were Messerschmitt pilots, the fourth a crew member of a Dornier, a ‘flying pencil’ bomber. All four young men had made parachute escapes from their aircraft. Helmut is a typical blond Aryan German youth. His parachute landed on top of a church steeple, and there he sat refusing to come down despite the help of ladders provided by the Fire Brigade. Our LDF [Local Defence Force] and ARP [Air Raid Precaution] boys then decided to ignore him and got out their flasks of tea and sandwiches. He came down eventually when he was hungry, and is now in a side ward here under the guard of a nervous young LDF man. He was busy reading his safe conduct leaflet when I went in to see him. These booklets, in German and English, are handed out to all German prisoners as soon as they arrive on our shores.


We had a monthly orange tonight. It seems almost too valuable to eat. It is so difficult to avoid gaining weight these days as the food is so stodgy. Am due for some nights off soon and hope to go up to London to see Pierre.


Told off by George, the Air Raid Warden, last night, for showing a chink of light in the sluice. He made me feel like a fifth columnist. There is talk of a German invasion, possibly along the coast between Folkestone and Bognor.


17 August


Maggie Lee invited me to her home in Tonbridge for lunch. She managed to get some petrol for her Baby Austin and we set off about 10 a.m. A beautiful day – very few people on the road. The air-raid siren sounded almost at once. We heard the usual banshee howlings in the distance, first the ‘whee’ rising to an hysterical shriek and the ‘oo-oo-oo’ sinking to a low-pitched gurgle – then sirens nearer at hand took up the lugubrious sound. Eventually the local sirens burst forth and the air was filled with sounds of souls in torment. It was almost more than nerves could stand after a hard night’s work on duty.


We heard the sound of planes and the sirens were still wailing when anti-aircraft guns joined the unholy symphony.


We stopped by the roadside, and looking up saw thin vapour trails of German planes. We saw them clearly, about twenty in arrow formation, looking like silver fish in the bright sunlight. There was a rattle of gunfire and we saw two Spitfires attacking a straggling Heinkel. The latter swayed dangerously and then to our horror burst into flames and plummeted straight down on to a clump of trees … We drove to lunch.


Maggie’s father is a butcher and we had a super meal of traditional roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, followed by apple pie and custard – a meal to be remembered.


The All Clear sounded soon after lunch and we returned in the afternoon to go to sleep in preparation for duty tonight.


We were stopped by Red Caps before entering the hospital and had to show our identity cards, then we saw it: Casualty and Out-Patients had a direct hit – it was a terrific shock. We were ushered across to the Nurses’ Home, so we do not know if there were any people killed or injured.


18 August


There was a great hubbub of chatter in the dining room this evening. No dead or injured in the Out-Patient fracas. It was quite miraculous as that is the only afternoon and the only time of the week without a clinic session. There were a few patients and staff in Casualty and they too escaped injury. I must watch my black-out instructions tonight. Heard on the wireless that in the event of invasion all the church bells would ring up and down the country. There has been a great deal of bombing today in East London and the Channel Ports.


The ward is very busy at present and we still have our German POWs.


George the ARP warden woke up most of my patients when he came round to check on the black-out. He is clumsy and heavy footed, and clatters around wearing his steel helmet, and carrying his gas-mask, torch and haversack.


20 August


Listened to the Prime Minister’s talk on the wireless. He said in referring to the RAF, ‘Never in the history of human conflict, has so much been owed by so many to so few’. I remembered Paddy Finucane,* Dick Hilliard and some of the other pilots from Biggin Hill† whom I know. They are a special kind of people, outwardly talking in clichés and using their own ‘in’ language. They are a law unto themselves, top tunic button undone, droopy moustaches. I had dinner with Paddy at the Fantail Restaurant in Farnborough some weeks ago – and afterwards went on to his local pub in Biggin Hill. Paddy played the game of nonchalance as usual, as he drank beer from his own special pot. The pilots have their mugs hanging above the bar, and if somebody fails to return from a mission, the mug remains there, but his name is never mentioned, not even by his closest friends. They are a strangely superstitious bunch of boys, many just down from Oxford. The ‘few’ are now becoming fewer so we must hope that Jerry eases up for a while. They are all so brave and so desperately tired.


Seen by the surgeon today. I have an abscess on the coccyx and am to be admitted to Women’s Surgical tomorrow for treatment.


21 August


The abscess was lanced in theatre this morning and I am back on the ward lying on my stomach. Matron came to visit me this afternoon and was quite pleasant and kind after telling me I must lie in this position for three weeks. It is very difficult to write or read, but at least I have headphones for the wireless.


The ward is crowded as usual. I am in the bed just inside the door, and there is a very sick girl about my age in the next bed. Her name is Julie and she looks rather pretty and fragile. She is on intravenous saline and is vomiting persistently. Connie Beale told me that she came in as an acute appendicitis yesterday. They took her down to theatre, removed her appendix (although it looked OK) and returned her to the ward on a drip. She was seen by the Consultant Physician this morning and is now diagnosed as acute salpingitis.* It is suspected that this is the result of an illegal abortion. Poor girl, I hope she will be alright.


23 August


Still lying on my stomach. The lady in the bed opposite me (Winnie Jones) is again recounting her bomb experience. She was having a bath at home, when the place had a direct hit. She was rescued by a fireman who wrapped her in a blanket and brought her here. She was covered in dirt and plaster debris – but miraculously the injury is mainly to her dignity.


Julie’s parents came in this afternoon and are sitting at her bedside. They are so sad and bewildered, as they can see that their beloved daughter is dying. She is semi-conscious now. If only there was not such a stigma attached to being an unmarried mother – Julie would not be in this state. There is nothing that can be done. She is having morphia for pain, and she is becoming weaker. Her mother cries and doesn’t understand. If I ever have a daughter, I hope she will be able to talk to me.


[Later] I woke up in the early hours and the screens were round Julie’s bed. She is dead.


[image: Images]


In spite of bombings, leave in London promised a welcome convalescence for Mary after her illness.


15 September, London


Came up to London today to spend a few days with Pierre. Am fully recovered now, although still rather weak. It is bliss to be mobile again. It was extremely boring lying on my stomach for so long, nothing to do but read or listen to the wireless.


It was strange to be at the receiving end of my own profession. I was so well cared for, as are all the patients. The whole principle of our hospital service is that ‘The patient comes first’. This duty is constantly drummed in to us. It was a happy ward and during air raids people kept up their spirits by singing ‘Run Rabbit Run’.


Pierre met me at the station. He looked tired and ill, and told me that he had been on some abortive mission with De Gaulle somewhere overseas. The incident is over but he prefers not to talk about it. It must have been unpleasant.


We had lunch at Lyons Corner House in the Strand, went for a walk round the Serpentine and booked seats for the Leslie Henson Show in the evening.


There were lots of police, ARP and firemen around the outskirts of St Paul’s Cathedral as we went by. Somebody said it was a delayed bomb. Hope they get it out safely. Jerry has been busy today. A Spitfire came down this morning as the train moved out of Tunbridge Wells. I could see the usual dogfight going on overhead.


The air-raid siren went off as we left the theatre and walked back to the hotel. It was a very dark night and I was glad not to be alone in the black-out. I held Pierre’s hand tightly in the smoggy atmosphere which intensified the darkness and made me more conscious of the criss-crossing lights in the sky, as our boys searched for the German planes. There was one incident in which a Messerschmitt was caught in the searchlight and tried to wiggle away. There was a momentary quietness and the whole of London seemed to hold its breath – but it got away and Pierre lit a Gauloise and cursed in French.


We listened to the news when we reached the hotel. They say that we brought down one hundred and eighty-five of the enemy today as against thirty of ours. Pierre is jubilant and feels that this will stop Hitler’s invasion. We can hear the swish and thud of bombs as we talk until the early hours. Will this war ever end? The All Clear sounds and I fall asleep.


16 September


Pierre and I decided to visit a friend of his who lives in the dockland area. He was visiting this friend last Saturday afternoon when there was a very heavy air raid. It was a lovely sunny afternoon and the two young men were walking down by the docks. Suddenly there was an air-raid warning and the distant drone of approaching aircraft. Pierre says that the German planes came up the river in waves, formations of between twenty and forty bombers escorted by an equal number of fighters. It was a day and night of horror for the people living and working there. Our fighter planes tried to intercept them, but the enemy did an enormous amount of damage on that sunny Saturday afternoon. Pierre went on to say that it was an awful experience, the dust and debris, the explosions and the screams. The firemen, ARP personnel, the police and the Salvation Army were marvellous. There were fires everywhere – a holocaust reaching up to the sky.


The All Clear sounded at dusk as the East End people surveyed the devastation – but they were not to have any rest. There was another warning and the enemy followed up his early advantage by dropping high-explosive bombs into the heart of the fires he had started in the afternoon.


We travelled by bus from the Strand most of the way to Tilbury. The city is in a mess, a huge crater in the Strand, debris everywhere, yet the buses, trains and taxis are running. There is a marvellous feeling of international camaraderie in London – everybody pulling together – and there is great friendliness. We talked with a young Polish airman on the bus. His English was very limited but we gathered that he and many other of his compatriots are training to fly Spitfires and Hurricanes.


Was amazed to see a couple of barrow-boys in the street as we neared the East End. There was a notice above one fruit barrow saying ‘Hitler can’t beat us’ and ‘Our oranges came through Musso’s lake’. There were not many oranges left but Pierre bought one for me at the outrageous price of 2/9. The barrow-boy will be a millionaire soon if his stocks last.


We were walking along the road in the Tilbury area, when we heard the familiar and dreaded drone of planes again. The warning sounded and our fighters went up and chased them off. We all stood in the street and cheered, and then it happened, a straggler decided to drop his bombs anyway. We heard the thud as it dropped on a nearby factory. Pierre and I threw ourselves on the ground. There was a terrific bang – I waited and then opened my eyes. We were covered in something soft and the sky was full of fluff blowing about prettily in the breeze. My navy suit was covered in feathers, so was my hair. I looked at Pierre – we looked at each other sitting there in a street full of feathers. We laughed and all our feathered friends joined in – the local people who had been watching the dogfight. We were invited to a local house. It was once semi-detached but one of Hitler’s bombs detached the other end. We all drank tea, and laughed at the absurdity of a direct hit on a pillow factory, nevertheless we were all glad that it was closed that day.


We went on to the local pub from there and had some beer and sandwiches. We were joined by Pierre’s friend Jean soon afterwards, and several of the regulars chatted to us and commented on the day’s events. They told us that the dockers and their families are angry with Hitler and angry too with a defence force which is ill equipped and unable to defend them. They feel that the LDF need better weapons and better training. That awful Saturday afternoon and Sunday morning has made them furious. They are strong family-minded people here, and the destruction of their homes, and the docks which provide their living, is very hard to bear. They are full of admiration for the Salvation Army, the ‘Sallies’ as they call them affectionately. The East End is a close community which fights for its own people.


Pierre and I returned to the West End about 6 p.m. We had a meal and hoped to go and see Me and My Girl, the Lupino Lane show, but all the seats were booked by the time we got there.


I must return to Tunbridge Wells tomorrow, so this is our last evening together possibly for some time. Pierre is still rather unhappy about the Pétain quisling set-up in France.* He is worried about his family too, as there is no communication.


We walked around London for an hour or two in the twilight. It was almost dark as we reached South Kensington. There was an alert and almost at once the drone of the bombers overhead, and the whee-ee of the bombs as they dropped around us. Pierre pulled me into South Kensington Tube Station. We went downstairs in the lift, still working but very crowded. An amazing sight greeted us after we had got out of the lift and turned the corner. There were hundreds of people settling down for the night, women knitting, children sleeping, others running around. They were lying on the platform covered with coats and old blankets and surrounded by thermos flasks and babies’ bottles. They were of all age groups from the very young to the very old. The noise of the bombing was muffled down there and the people who were awake were remarkably cheerful.
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