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Preface





The idea behind this book is a simple one. It is to “follow the sun” as it appears around the globe on a single day in the history of the planet, taking as the starting point Australia and moving from time zone to time zone until at the end of the book, the account has come full circle, and the reader is back at the western edge of the Pacific Ocean. In principle, any day could be described in this way. Especially as we get closer to our own time, and the available sources become more abundant, it would be possible to find enough information to write such a book without being repetitive or having to skip certain parts of the globe. However, the one day that will be the subject of this book is Christmas 1942.


One may ask: why? Why Christmas? The answer is that Christmas is a time of heightened emotion. Christmas at a time of war is all the more so since young men and women pass the holiday torn from their loved ones, in a situation where they cannot know if they are even to survive until the next Christmas. And why 1942? Because it was a unique time. Much remained undecided that fateful December. Modern historians may argue that the Allies had effectively already won the war at this stage, but this was far from obvious for the actors standing in the middle of the maelstrom of history. The big German defeats at Stalingrad and Kursk lay in the future. Japan still ruled much of the Pacific. Even many Americans, safe behind the two oceans, might ask themselves if this was their last Christmas spent in freedom. To us, the thought might seem absurd. To them it was not.


There is another, more practical reason for picking Christmas as the subject for a book about “one day in World War II.” For soldiers at the front and their relatives at home, most days during the war resembled any other and were frankly unremarkable, filled with the mostly dreary routine of life in wartime. However, Christmas stood out and imprinted itself in the memory of most. Even decades later, they were able to recall where they were and what they did during Christmas 1942. This has resulted in a large mass of source material that the historian can pick from.


Still, it is my objective with this book not merely to provide a listing of events around the world that happened to take place within the same short span of time on a single day in late December 1942. I aim to reach a deeper level of understanding of what Christmas meant to people, and what it did to them. What was the significance to them of being at war, of killing and facing the risk of being killed oneself, while commemorating the Biblical annunciation to the shepherds of “on earth peace, good will toward men”? The answers to these questions may lay the groundwork for a cultural and spiritual history of World War II, seen through the lens of Christmas. It may seem a narrow lens, but in fact it is not, as ultimately it encompasses the entire human experience of being at war.


* * *


All history is written from a vantage point. This is also true for this book. Europe was at war again for the first time in decades when I was putting the finishing touches to these chapters. While Russian bombs were exploding over Kiev and Kharkov, or Kyiv and Kharkiv as the cities are now known, I was writing about events that took place 80 years ago not far away from where the present battles were raging. It is a reminder that even though historical conflicts can be experienced at a safe distance, peace is not guaranteed, and that, sadly, more often than not we fail in our effort to study history in order not to repeat past tragedies.


The book was also written at a time when a particular era in the history of mankind might be coming to a close. The age of globalization could be approaching an end, or at the very least globalization as we know it may be about to be transformed into something else. A devastating pandemic halted the trend of ever-increasing international travel that had been taking place in an uninterrupted fashion since 1945 and for a moment brought civilian air traffic back to a level where it had not been for eight decades. At the same time, theorists of international relations described a future world which might to a greater extent be divided into separate political, cultural and economic blocs.


If this is indeed the case, this book is fittingly about the beginning of that period in history. Globalization can be traced back for centuries, but a world in which any inhabited place was within reach of any other inhabited place within usually no more than 24 hours, and in which the same cultural habits seemed to be predominant at least in the capitals and big cities—that world is very much the product of conditions created by World War II. I have written this book without making any value judgments about the merits and otherwise of globalization, and merely describing a fact of life that has set the general tone for the modern world over the past three or four generations.


* * *


Given the subject at hand, it is inevitable that religion plays a prominent part in the following chapters. Most of the nations at war were cultures built on the Christian faith. To be sure, it was a secular age in a variety of ways, and science-based rationality was taking hold in many of the societies, while Germany was moving towards a new, strange kind of faith, seeking to gradually replace inherited liturgy with “Germanic” rituals. However, a basic set of Christian traditions lived on everywhere—fueled by the religious revival which many belligerent nations experienced—and Christmas was the most important of these.


Many soldiers and sailors who took part in the war were intensely religious, or they became that way. As American military chaplain William Thomas Cummings reportedly said during the desperate battle for the Philippine peninsula of Bataan in 1942, “there are no atheists in the fox holes.”1 In our more cynical and secular age, it is easy to shrug off such religious feelings. However, that also entails the historian’s cardinal sin of failing to approach the past on its own terms. My attitude has been not to explicitly assume any position on the religious beliefs that emerge from the sources but to describe them as faithfully and precisely as possible.


More generally, I have decided to let the sources speak for themselves to the greatest extent possible. This means that even when the sources express views and opinions that will strike most readers as callous, unreasonable or hypocritical, I have refrained from adding my personal comment, for example when citing sources using derogatory terms typical of the age such as “Jap.” Personally, as a reader I prefer not to be told what to think, and I trust that many others feel the same way. An example of what this entails are the excerpts of German Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels’ diary, which express great regret at his inability to spend more time with his five daughters and one son, entirely disregarding the many Jewish parents who could not see their children because they were dead. I believe that the readers are able to reach their own conclusions about Goebbels’ inherently insensitive nature.


It is in the nature of the subject, aiming to provide an account of the world and what took place in it within the span of 24 eventful hours, that the full story of the persons who appear on the broad global canvas cannot be told. They quickly emerge from the massive, anonymous flow of history, move briefly into sight, and then disappear again. This may leave some readers wanting to know more about what happened afterwards to the individuals who appear in this book. Therefore, I have added a list at the end of the book briefly outlining their fates after Christmas 1942 to the extent that these are known. Such a list can easily become unwieldy and drown in biographical detail, and therefore I have limited myself to only the most basic information. In many cases, I have merely stated that a person “survived the war.” 


A few remarks on the rendering of foreign names, inevitable in a book spanning the entire globe: German names are given in the original spelling, e.g. the Nazi party newspaper is Völkischer Beobachter rather than Voelkischer Beobachter. Likewise, the Norwegian surname Næss is rendered in its original spelling, not Naess. The same for the Czech surname Vašek instead of Vasek. Chinese names, always a source of some confusion, are transliterated using the modern pinyin system, which is now almost universally accepted. The only exception is cases where earlier transliteration practices have stuck. Therefore, China’s leader at the time is spelled Chiang Kai-shek, not, as pinyin would have it, Jiang Jieshi. For both Chinese and Japanese individuals, the East Asian practice is adopted in that surnames come before given names.


* * *


No book is entirely a one-man enterprise, and every author of a non-fiction title will necessarily be indebted to others who helped make the work come to fruition. I would like to direct thanks to the following individuals, all specialist in their fields: Christopher Bell, Dalhousie University; Marcus Faulkner, King’s College London; David Kohnen, Naval War College; Joe Perry, Georgia State University; and Marks-Hirschfeld Museum of Medical History, Faculty of Medicine, University of Queensland. Also special thanks to Robert Schott and his father, World War II veteran Joe Schott. This is my sixth book for Casemate, and once again I must credit the professional and friendly support I have received from the earliest drafts to the final publication. In particular, I wish to thank Ruth Sheppard, Felicity Goldsack, Alison Griffiths and Declan Ingram. Needless to say, any errors and misinterpretations are my responsibility alone. Finally, as always thanks to my wife Lin Hui-tsung and our two daughters Eva and Lisa for their patience.




Introduction


“White Christmas”


Globalization by other means





In December 1942, it was a “White Christmas” for millions. No one could be in doubt after listening to the season’s number one hit rendered in Bing Crosby’s unique low baritone, switching effortlessly in and out of bass. Humming along, his fans knew it was a Christmas of glistening treetops and sleighbells in the snow. The tender tune of “White Christmas,” a celebration of the holiday as it ought to be in times of peace, accompanied a generation of young Americans as they headed out to war in places where there was no snow, but blistering sand, frothy sea and steamy jungle. It was the right song for the time, sad and wistful but also strangely comforting with its unspoken promise of one day being able to return to the life that had been left behind. Joseph Schott was a 19-year-old sailor on board the troop transport SS Westernland, about to depart Hoboken, New Jersey, for the British Isles, when he heard the song the first time that December. “I was ordered to be on deck patrol duty, so I did not get to try my hammock until late that night. At around midnight, I was out on deck as the ship eased its way away from the dock. Down on the dock, there was a little wooden shack for a civilian watchman. He had his radio on, and the beautiful and popular song, ‘White Christmas,’ was playing with Bing Crosby singing. It was probably the perfect music for me to hear during those first few minutes of what was to become a sixteen-day voyage across the Atlantic Ocean. A little later, as we got under way, I could just about make out that we were passing the Statue of Liberty.”1




“White Christmas” struck a chord at a point in history when the United States was beginning to shoulder the actual burden of global war. It had been made to face the challenge of confronting tyranny in its various guises after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor the previous year, but it could not become a full-fledged belligerent overnight. Its overseas commitments had been built up in the course of 1942, and now, by the end of the year, they were complete. 



 American forces were fighting in North Africa, on islands in Oceania, and in the air over Europe. Almost 380,000 Army and Navy personnel had been sailed across the Atlantic, and another 470,000 had been sent to the Pacific. One year after it had been dragged into the war, the United States was involved on a worldwide scale. In this sense, 1942 was America’s first true war Christmas. Just like America’s war participation, “White Christmas” had been underway for about a year. Irving Berlin, a Russian-born Jew who did not celebrate Christmas himself, had composed the song in 1941, while being separated from his wife, who was a Christian. He had delayed its release because he specifically wanted Bing Crosby to sing it and had to wait for the star’s schedule to become free.2 That was his great luck, although it was not immediately obvious. When it came out in May 1942 as part of the soundtrack for the movie Holiday Inn, other songs in the film initially fared better. But as Christmas drew nearer, while a significant number of young men and women departed for distant destinations, many more could relate, and it gradually gained appeal. On October 24, it soared to the top of the hitlist for sheet music, replacing Glenn Miller’s “Kalamazoo.”3 One week later, it was also the best-selling retail record,4 and yet two weeks on, it dominated the airwaves, too.5


The sensation was immediate and obvious, and good news for Decca, Crosby’s record company. “Decca’s Bing is getting to be Santa Claus of the music shops,” the Billboard trade magazine gushed.6 That was just the beginning. The song was disseminated by Armed Forces Radio Network across the globe, and later it was brought to yet more troops through the medium of the V-disc, or “victory record.” At the same time, soldiers around the world found their own ways to listen to the song if official channels were too slow. Men of the 1st Battalion, 11th Marines on Guadalcanal heard the song via their TBX radio transmitter, which was strictly for service use but could be tuned to KWID/KWIX San Francisco and other American short-wave stations when not required for military purposes.7


Like Schott, the young sailor, many would later remember with astonishing clarity the first time they heard the song. Geraldine MacAdoo of Wolfe Island, Ontario, was a nurse at a 1,700-bed military hospital in Pretoria, South Africa, where casualties from the desert campaign at the other end of the continent were being treated. It was hard work from dawn till dusk, but there was time for Christmas and a party in the middle of the sunny summer of the southern hemisphere. It was hot enough that the doctors attended in their shorts. One of the nurses brought a recording she had acquired in Detroit. “It was Bing Crosby’s ‘I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas’,” MacAdoo reminisced nearly four decades on.8




The original version of the song was set in “Beverly Hills, L.A.” where “orange and palm trees sway.” It was about a person located in the heat of southern California, wishing to be in a place where snow could add to the Christmas atmosphere. It made it clearer why the song should be about dreaming of a white Christmas. Those lyrics were later removed, but even though the internal logic of song suffered, it still made sense to the fans. Its subject was dreaming about a mythical America, not necessarily the America that people actually hailed from. A large number of servicemen were from places where there was no snow, no treetops and certainly no sleighbells, but it was all the same to them. The song expressed longing, which, along with boredom and occasional terror, was perhaps the dominant mental state during the war years.


It was reflected in the popular culture of the age. Dreaming was a central theme in the songs heard in barracks and on board troop transports. Titles that found a ready audience in the early 1940s included “Thanks for the Dream,” “I Had the Craziest Dream,” “A Soldier Dreams of You Tonight,” “I Dream of You,” “I’ll Buy That Dream,” “My Dreams Are Getting Better All the Time,” and simply “Dream.”9 Dreaming remained pivotal to “White Christmas” even when GIs substituted their own bawdy poetry for the original lyrics. In North Africa, American soldiers lost in a foreign world that was nothing like home changed the opening words to “I’m dreaming of a white mistress.”10 


Dreaming, however, was not just about the past and what had been lost, but also about what lay ahead and might still be gained. Carl Sandburg, a poet and winner of the Pulitzer Prize, described the meaning of “White Christmas” in an essay published in the Chicago Times on the first anniversary of the Pearl Harbor attack. “This latest hit of Irving Berlin catches us where we love peace. The Nazi theory and doctrine that man in his blood is naturally warlike, so much so that he should call war a blessing, we don’t like it… The hopes and prayers are that we will see the beginnings of a hundred years of White Christmases—with no blood-spots of needless agony and death on the snow.”11


The century of peace described by Sandburg was in a distant future, beyond a hundred battles, and until that time, the mood that the song primarily produced was inevitably also sadness. “White Christmas,” similar to songs like “I’ll be Home for Christmas,” was, in the words of one historian, an “anthem for homesickness.”12 Donald Brydon, a young soldier in the Army Air Corps from Maine, was undergoing basic training in Miami Beach, Florida, as the song filled the barracks. “I can remember listenin’ to Bing Crosby on the radio singin’ ‘White Christmas’ and being so homesick I could hardly stand it,” he said.13




It was a universal feeling. Donald G. Speyer, who was training as a radio operator at the Naval Air Station at Alameda, California, reported a raw emotional impact from “White Christmas.” “That is the only one thing that makes me want to come home,” he wrote in a letter to his parents in Indiana.14 Carl Bosenberg, an enlisted man in the Coast Guard, heard the song on an island in the Pacific. “That was a real tear jerker out there,” he said.15 Fred Redwine, a welder with a bomb squadron, was in Guadalcanal, suffering from repeated bouts of malaria when he heard the song for the first time. “Talk about making a man homesick,” he told a reporter half a century later.16


From the Solomon Islands to Tunisia, from Iceland to Australia, the majority of young Americans who were spending Christmas away from home were doing so for the first time, united in their longing to go back stateside expressed so eloquently with Bing Crosby’s reassuring, avuncular voice. They were also united in the experience of belonging to a generation born into a time of unusual sacrifice. It was one they shared with their peers from other nations also forced into a conflict which found them in in unlikely places, spread to all corners of the world by the winds of international war.


* * *


Indian nationalist leader Subhas Chandra Bose spent Christmas 1942 in Vienna with his Austrian wife Emilie Schenkl. Both of them were focusing their attention on their new-born daughter Anita, and Bose, a conservative man who after five years of marriage still addressed his wife as “Miss Schenkl” in his letters, had somewhat hesitantly reconciled himself with the fact that his first child was not a son. It was an opportunity for quiet family bliss before Bose was to embark on the most hazardous move of his career. He was about to return to Asia in hopes of leading Indians in what he believed would become a Japanese-backed fight for independence from the British Empire. 


Within weeks, he would set out in a German U-boat, headed for the Indian Ocean, where he would be transferred to a Japanese submarine. From there, he would move on to territory occupied by the Japanese, recruiting Indian prisoners of war for an army that was to fight on the Japanese side against the old British masters. It was a perilous journey, to be carried out at a time when the Axis powers were being increasingly challenged on the oceans by strong and technologically sophisticated Allied navies. “There is a certain amount of risk undoubtedly in this undertaking, but so is there in every undertaking,” he wrote in a letter to German Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop in December.17




So to summarize: Bose was an Indian subject of the British Empire, spending Christmas with his Austrian wife in a large city of the Greater German Reich, while planning to go to Asia with the aid of the Japanese. Clearly, his story was peculiar. Still, it highlighted a central aspect of the ongoing conflict, as it uprooted people from their native places and scattered them across the continents to remote lands that they would, in times of peace, never have seen and perhaps not even heard about, bringing them into contact with others in the same situation, often violently. Christmas 1942 saw people and places combined in ways that would have been exceedingly odd in peacetime: Americans in the Solomons, Italians in Russia, Indians in North Africa, Japanese in New Guinea, Poles in Iran, and Chinese in Bengal.


Oklahoma’s largest department store John A. Brown made a similar point, probably inadvertently, when on December 25 it ran a full-page ad in The Daily Oklahoman in honor of its own employees now in uniform, and of every young member of the community who had left for the war. In most cases, they were young men who might otherwise rarely have crossed the boundary to neighboring Arkansas and might never have left the United States: “On this Christmas Day we propose a toast. To Joe on a submarine off the Alaska coast. To Bill in the tank corps on Africa sands. To Harold flying bombers over faraway lands. To our 36 boys in the air, on land and sea. And to your boys too, wherever they may be.”18


At the same time in Germany, the Nazi party newspaper Völkischer Beobachter also reflected in its pages, in its own sinister way, how the war had scattered an entire generation across the map, as it published death notices for young members of the armed forces who had lost their lives on different battle fronts. Hans Prinz, a 22-year-old non-commissioned officer with an armored regiment, had been killed in North Africa.19 Hermann Schwee, a 29-year-old field surgeon, had died from his wounds near Smolensk in Russia. On a different section of the vast Eastern Front, Lieutenant Franz Kunz, 26, had been killed south of the city of Rzhev. Gottfried Huber, a 22-year-old sergeant in an armored unit, had died in the Caucasus. Manfred Gesenberg, also just 22 years of age, had lost his life in occupied France.20


If war is politics by other means, world war is globalization by other, violent means. In 1942 this was more evident than perhaps at any previous time in the history of human conflict. The world war was commonly seen as having begun in 1939 with Germany’s attack on Poland. Some might even say that its actual starting point was 1937 with the Japanese invasion of China. Strictly speaking, however, they were two separate regional conflicts that only became linked up with the US entry into the war in late 1941 and the gradual deployment 



 of American troops overseas in the course of the following 12 months. That made Christmas 1942 the first truly global Christmas of the war. 


The notion that this was a global Christmas was not lost on those in the midst of things. Nikolai Belov, a Russian soldier, felt an acute sense of relief when he heard about the Allied invasion of Northwest Africa thousands of miles from where he himself was fighting. “It’s a long way, but it seems it’s also quite close,” he wrote in his diary.21 There was a quiet awe at the way in which the war had shrunk the world, linking individuals in places previously accessible only to the most adventurous. “You may be serving for the first time in Gibraltar, in Malta, in Cyprus, in the Middle East, in Ceylon, or in India,” Britain’s King George VI said in his Christmas broadcast, addressing soldiers defending the sprawling empire. “Perhaps you are listening to me from Aden or Syria, or Persia, or Madagascar or the West Indies.”22


Similarly, in his Christmas message Australian Prime Minister John Curtin made a virtual tour of the world as he listed the places where his compatriots were serving: “Sailors on the seven seas; soldiers in embattled Britain, in the deserts of the Middle East, in steaming, fetid New Guinea and Papua, in the guerrilla lairs of Timor, at battle stations in and around the Commonwealth; airmen in Britain, Canada, the Middle East, India, Rhodesia, Russia, Iceland, Malta, Iraq and Australia’s front line; women’s auxiliaries everywhere Australians stand to arms—you are our sword and buckler.”23


The 1930s had been a time when international travel was rarely undertaken, not just because the gathering storms of war made it less safe to venture abroad, but also because technology and infrastructure placed strict limits on where one could go. War changed all that. Ken Marks of the US Army Air Force had been trained as a flight engineer on a B-17 bomber, with one final week of getting used to the specifics of the B-24, and it was on a B-24 that he left Miami on Christmas morning. “We didn’t know where we were going,” he told an interviewer after the war. “We were supposed to fly a certain course for an hour and then open up our orders. Our orders were to go to the 7th Bomb Group in India. We were all set to go to England.”24 They thought they were traveling to Britain. Instead, they went to India. The world had indeed become smaller.


It was particularly paradoxical for the American public, many of whom had hoped until the previous year to stay aloof in isolationist complacency from the war raging beyond the oceans. Now, the war brought the world closer to their homes than at any earlier time in their history. An editorial writer at the Cincinnati Enquirer reminded his readers of this fact, describing how “most of us, on this Christmas Day, will find our merriment restrained; for we shall 



 be thinking of clear-eyed young men in the humid heat of Guadalcanal or the knife-edged winds of Iceland—or on the sleet-swept, turbulent waters of the North Atlantic. On Christmas Day, they will be thinking of us, and we of them.”25


* * *


Christmas highlighted the connection between battlefront and home front, in the United States and in most other countries where there was a tradition for celebrating it, not least Germany. Through letters and on very rare occasions by radio, soldiers and sailors were able to connect with their loved ones at home and in this way, they were once more reminded what they were fighting for. Still, it was a double-edged sword for military authorities concerned with morale in the rank and file, for at the same time, too much Christmas paved the way for sentimentality and nostalgia taking hold in dangerous ways. It was a balancing act and the result of a development that had lasted for more than a century. As Christmas had become a bigger event in people’s lives across the western world, it had also become a more dominant feature in wartime.


John Milton in his ode On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity written in 1629 famously juxtaposed Christmas and war:


No war or battle’s sound
Was heard the world around;
The idle spear and shield were high uphung;
The hooked chariot stood
Unstain’d with hostile blood;
The trumpet spake not to the armed throng;
And kings sate still with awful eye,
As if they surely knew their sovran Lord was by.


Every American schoolchild knows that George Washington crossed the Delaware River on Christmas 1776 to lead a surprise attack on Hessian troops in New Jersey. The holiday did play a role in the action, inasmuch as the German soldiers were partly incapacitated by the previous night’s revelry, but nevertheless it did not quite have the impact with the American nation as one might expect, looking back at the event with modern eyes. Christmas had simply not become the grand celebration, heavy with emotion and memory, that we know today. That only came in the course of the 19th century.


As the American identity was gradually strengthened during the decades after achieving independence, Christmas emerged as a holiday that could forge the nation together across confessional dividing lines, as the religious 



element in the celebrations was comparatively modest. Railways and roads contributed to better communication, facilitating the spread of common understandings of how Christmas should be celebrated. Especially in the North, where closely-knit village life gave way to large towns and cities, the need was felt particularly keenly for new traditions that could recreate some of the lost sense of community.26


The lawyer Isaac Mickle was astonished by the sight that met him in Philadelphia in December 1842. “I never saw so many people turned out to celebrate Christmas,” he wrote in his diary. “The main streets were literally jammed.”27 It added to the popularity of the holiday that immigrant communities could readily fit in, contributing their own traditions brought from the Old World, not least German immigrants, who were arriving in ever greater numbers.28 The trend was further helped along by popular culture. The author Clement Clarke Moore laid part of the foundation for the modern Santa Claus, describing him in his poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas” as “tubby and plump, a right jolly old elf.”29


During the Civil War, Christmas was not yet an American public holiday, but nevertheless it was an important event in the lives of a majority of the soldiers and civilians, many of them deeply religious, and it was celebrated in ways recognizable to a 21st-century public. Christmas carols such as “Jingle Bells” and “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear” had been written in the preceding decade and were sung by troops in the field. The German-born artist Thomas Nast included Santa Claus in his patriotic illustrations, showing 

 him handing gifts to Union troops and transforming him definitively into the jovial, barrel-bellied character loved by future generations.30 


One of Nast’s wildly popular illustrations for Harper’s Weekly highlighted one of the lasting themes of Christmas at war. Created for Christmas 1862, it showed a Union soldier in the field and his wife at home hundreds of miles away, kept apart by physical distance but united in prayer.31 One year later, Nast drew the same fictional couple, now in each other’s arms, as the husband had been allowed home on furlough. The separation from loved ones, which had been a circumstance accompanying war since the beginning of history, was felt particularly keenly during Christmas, which had been emerging in the preceding decades as not just a religious holiday, but also an occasion for getting together with family and giving gifts.


This view of Christmas was still not universally appreciated, and some northerners considered it a betrayal of the holiday’s original meaning. Likewise, up the chain of command there was considerable ambivalence regarding the advisability of letting the troops get carried away with the holiday spirit. In 



 some instances, officers even banned any celebration of Christmas among the troops. Others had a deeper understanding of how to keep morale high. President Abraham Lincoln praised Nast as “our best recruiting sergeant,”32 while General Ulysses S. Grant said he “did as much as any one man to preserve the Union and bring the war to an end.”33


In Europe, too, Christmas increased in importance, in peace and at war. The Franco-Prussian War saw the German Army camped outside Paris during Christmas 1870. It was the first mythical “War Christmas,” even though for the participants there was often nothing glamorous about it. “The French never stopped sending us their holiday greetings, at the usual hour, in the form of bombs and grenades,” a Bavarian soldier reminisced later.34 In the romanticized memory of the war, however, the holiday spent at the gates of the French capital came to be seen as a national event of great importance, uniting home and front. Christmas trees, which had a history dating back to the 16th century, were distributed among military camps and hospitals, and from then on, they were seen as truly and essentially German. “Nowhere else in Christendom is the holiday celebrated with such sincerity and warmth as in the German lands,” claimed a patriotic book from the post-war years.35


This German view of a patriotic Christmas was maintained for nearly half a century and carried into World War I. The almost mystical link between the army in the field and the people at home was felt even more intensively. “Our thought rushed as if on a golden bridge from here to the homeland, where they were also getting ready for Christmas in church and family,” according to one account of a Christmas mass on the western front.36 


One incident above all others stood out: the Christmas truce of December 1914. As the holiday approached, on certain parts of the Western Front the opposing sides stopped firing at each other, and eventually, after having built up enough mutual confidence, met in no man’s land. For the next few hours, they chatted, sang songs, exchanged gifts, and played football. Officers on both sides immediately understood that this type of fraternizing was devastating for morale, and quickly reined it in, never allowing it to be repeated. Still, for those who experienced the remarkable event, it left an indelible mark. “People don’t believe it,” said Archibald Stanley, a British veteran. “We had this unofficial truce. We met in no man’s land on Christmas Day 1914. We shook hands—they were Saxons—and I heard one fellow talking English.”37 


The Christmas truce attained almost mythical status, due to the great attention it attracted in the mass media and popular imagination later. Still, it was atypical. It only happened in a few places in 1914, and for the rest of the war, Christmas was no different from any other time of the year. The German 



 Catholic chaplain Fridolin Mayer, for one, described a dreary Christmas in the freezing mud of the Western Front in 1916. Christmas Day was taken up partly with the burial of a soldier from the engineers who had been killed on Christmas Eve while fetching food. “So, now I’ve experienced the third Christmas at war,” he wrote in his diary on December 28, noting that reports suggested growing belief in imminent peace. “At the front, they are pessimists and consider the possibility of a fourth war Christmas.”38


* * *


War and Christmas had a long prehistory by the time that the world descended into global conflict for a second time within just decades. December 1942 already saw the fourth war Christmas for the European belligerents. For adherents of the Christian faith in China and Japan, who had entered into conflict in the summer of 1937, it was the sixth. The belligerents were confronting each other with greater fury and a more implacable attitude than in perhaps any other modern war, since the national differences that usually animate conflict were exacerbated by ideological and especially racial hatreds. Still, for a few precious hours, they were united, often reluctantly, by a common observance of Christmas.


An elderly British woman spoke for many, on both sides of the conflict, when she wrote in her diary, “A very happy Christmas we had to be sure, and here is to a very happy and perhaps peaceful 1943.”39 That did not happen, and most observers directing a cool, analytical eye at the frontlines by late 1942 would have known that the war could not possibly end that fast. It was fanciful to imagine that Christmas 1942 could have become the last war Christmas.


Still, those who paused, however briefly, in December 1942 to ponder the situation realized they were experiencing a time that would never be entirely erased entirely from memory. The Norwegian architect and resistance fighter Odd Nansen, who was kept by the Germans at their internment camp at Grini near the occupied capital of Oslo, felt it keenly. “While other Christmas Eves,” he wrote in his diary, “will be merged increasingly in one continuous image of children and candles round the unifying symbol and center of the Christmas fir, this Christmas Eve will always stand out—let us hope alone—in our memory.”40


It was a story like no other, and it played out again and again across the globe, even as the titanic struggle for the future of mankind raged on. It is a story that can be told in many different ways—perhaps as many as there 



 were people experiencing it. Our story begins in Australia, where a war-weary population was marking its fourth war Christmas, but a tender flame of hope was appearing, spreading light in what had until recently been pervasive darkness.
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Chapter 1


Austerity Down Under


Australia and New Zealand







By December 1942, John Curtin had been prime minister of Australia for little more than 14 months, and as he approached his second Christmas as the leader of his country, the 57-year-old politician expressed a degree of optimism that would have been impossible one year earlier, immediately after the Japanese military had unleashed its speedy advance across large parts of the Pacific. One word sufficed to identify the cause of his optimism: America. Japan’s startlingly successful offensive had suddenly made the global conflict move closer to the Australians, bringing Hirohito’s warriors to their doorstep, but it had also entailed US participation on the Allied side, and with it, a guarantee that the Rising Sun flag would never be hoisted over Canberra’s Government Building.


During Christmas 1941, not even three weeks after the Japanese onslaught, the words Curtin had spoken to his people had sounded ominous in the extreme. “No part of Australia is invulnerable,” he had said. “We are all in danger.”1 Now, in the prime minister’s 1942 Christmas message, the sense of looming doom was gone. “Australians approach this Christmas period, after three years of war, without knowing the horrors of physical contact with war,” he said. “To you, our fighting men, and to the forces of the United States, holding the approaches to Australia in the South-west Pacific, we owe a debt of gratitude we feel incapable ever of discharging.”2


Curtin was not entirely correct in his assertion that Australia had evaded direct attack. It was true that the Japanese planners never had any concrete and detailed design to invade the southern continent. Still, parts of Australia had actually been assaulted during 1942. Japanese planes operating off both aircraft carriers and land bases had raided the northern port city of Darwin several times, and there had been hundreds of casualties. Midget submarines had even slipped into Sydney Harbor. More worryingly, a look at the map



 showed that the Japanese remained a potent threat, entrenched in an arc around the northern shores of Australia from the East Indies over New Guinea to the Solomons.


It was, therefore, welcome news to see Americans arrive in large numbers in the course of 1942. There had been 88,000 soldiers of the US Army on Australian soil in the summer of 1942, and by end-November, this had grown to 107,000. In Brisbane, the site of the American General Headquarters since June 1942, they were particularly obvious, and the same was true for northern coastal towns such as Rockhampton and Townsville, but in essence they were ubiquitous.3


The influx was hard to miss. Reporting from Melbourne at the end of the year, The Age noted that much larger crowds than usual thronged the churches to take part in the special Christmas services. “Everywhere men and women in uniform formed a big proportion of the congregations, but this year these uniformed men and women were not only Australian,” the newspaper’s journalist remarked. “On this fourth war-time Christmas members of the fighting forces of other nations shared in Melbourne’s observance of the festival.”4


Australia had been changed in profound and, some sensed with trepidation, irreversible ways by the American presence. It was good to have representatives of the new powerful ally around, but it was also strange for both parties. It was odd to the Americans to find themselves in a country where Christmas was celebrated in the relentless heat of mid-summer. On December 22, Melbourne experienced the hottest day of the year, with the mercury reaching 101.9 degrees Fahrenheit, meaning the holiday had to be passed in unfamiliar ways.5 “United States troops spent Christmas quietly in the hot sunshine of the Australian Summer today, most of those on leave strolling through the streets and parks, boating or going to the beach,” the United Press reported from Australia.6


It was an equally mystifying encounter to the Australians. The town of Ballarat was typical. “We turned from a little conservative country town into this surging rage of men,” one resident said. “Everybody came out to welcome them. You know, we looked at all these men as though they’d come from outer space.”7 Berneice Cloake, an Australian girl who cooked at a club run by the American Red Cross in Cairns, had never seen snow herself, but witnessed how its absence triggered strong emotions among the GIs when they listened to Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas.” “All the younger ones, they were all crying because they were missing their parents,” she said later. “And we were all crying because they were all crying.”8




Many Americans had left sweethearts stateside, and one of them sent a telegram home during Christmas 1942, simply stating “I love you” a hundred times. Others found additional comfort in Australia. One GI was completely honest about it: his American girl friend was his “peace girl,” while the one in Australia was his “war girl.”9 Predictably, there was tension, since the Yanks were seen by many disgruntled Australians as taking the place of local men fighting in distant battlefields. A young woman offered a rationale for breaking up with her boyfriend, who had been taken prisoner by the Japanese in the early months of the war and was now languishing in a camp somewhere: “It’s very hard at 22 to wait for someone when you don’t know if they’re going to be alive or dead or what’s going to happen.”10


An additional source of envy and even hostility was the more prolific spending habits of the Americans compared with their Australian counterparts, facilitated by their higher pay. A lieutenant colonel in the US Army made nearly three times as much as an officer of the same rank in the Australian Army. Some Australian hosts went beyond quiet resentment and sought actively to help reduce the income disparities by taking advantage of the newcomers’ lack of familiarity with the local currency. “The sight of an American servicemen making payment by trustingly holding out a handful of coins was common,” according to the official Australian history of the home front. “In a community with a reputation for hard-headedness not altogether unearned, more than a few would have exploited the Americans’ ignorance.”11


If this was fairly innocent and merely meant that some Americans lost money, perhaps not even knowing it, other incidents between Australians and Americans were much more serious and belied the fact that the two nations were actually allies in the titanic global struggle. On December 23, 1942, a US Army court martial acquitted a GI in the killing of a 55-year-old taxi driver, Norman Francis Tabrett, outside a military camp in Australia. The American private had ordered Tabrett to stop his taxi on the way into the camp, but he had ignored the command, and the soldier had opened fire, killing him with a shot to the head. The American court found that the soldier had acted in accordance with standard procedures, but the whole episode left a note of bitterness. “Why don’t you get a transfer to some place where you can do some shooting,” another taxi driver on the scene of the killing said immediately after the sentry had fired the lethal shots.12


* * *




Wartime brought a new moral codex, and in the opinion of some, declining standards. Crime was on the rise, even though the contemporary press often tried to avoid the topic. During Christmas 1942, Sydney police raided gambling dens in the Surry Hills district, arresting 94 people. Several of them were Chinese, who according to a local magazine “after witnessing the horrors of bombings in New Guinea and Darwin, have turned from hard-working and thrifty people into avaricious gambling fiends.”13 Also in Sydney, a 45-year-old woman was sentenced to 10 months in jail the day before Christmas after she had gone shoplifting with her 13-year-old daughter, selecting goods that the teenage girl then placed in a shopping bag.14 In Melbourne, four men were picked up in the city gardens for drunkenness and were being driven to detention in a police van when it collided with another vehicle at the intersection of Latrobe and Queen Streets and overturned. The four arrestees were taken to Royal Melbourne Hospital, and while they were awaiting medical treatment, they all escaped.15


The growing delinquency had multiple causes, but the overall drabness of life in wartime may have tempted at least some to resort to crime. The end of the year 1942 saw another Christmas marked by scarcity. “For six months, hardware stores have not seen a washing machine, toaster or sewing machine,” a Sydney newspaper reported in December.16 The city’s chocolate shops opened mid-morning on December 23, only to close down one hour later after all their stocks had been sold out.17 Whether due to scarcity or not, reports emerged in December 1942 that some shops were selling toys made in Japan. A public relations disaster was looming, and an unnamed store manager told a journalist that this was only true in a minority of cases. “Unless a shopper goes to a store that has carried over stocks of toys from last Christmas or that of 1940, they will not be served with goods made in an enemy country,” he said.18


With just hours to go before Christmas some housewives were prowling the streets in the hope that some stores might unexpectedly have stocks, any stocks, of coveted items.19 There was an eagerness to spend money, but little to spend it on. A newspaper advertisement published in Australian papers during Christmas 1942 had a simple solution to the lack of options when looking for last-minute holiday shopping: “What to give for Christmas—or any other anniversary—is a very grave problem in these days of coupons and depleted stocks. But why worry? There’s a simple solution. Give War Savings Certificates.” This would help the war effort, the ad said, further tempting potential buyers with a guaranteed earning of 25 percent after seven years.20




On top of supply shortages caused by the market, government intervention also placed curbs on consumption. The limitations on private spending were real and invasive. Interstate trains were significantly reduced compared with their peacetime normal during Christmas 1942, meaning that half a million people were squeezed into the 31 departures that did go ahead.21 In Melbourne, ice makers and vendors were ordered to leave storage space for butter and other food items deemed essential. This passed the buck down to households, who were facing the problem of milk and other foodstuffs spoiling over Christmas, during some of the hottest weeks of the year.22 Meanwhile, the press carried advice about how to prepare Christmas treats with the ingredients available. The Australian Women’s Weekly published a recipe for “Christmas fruit mince pie” consisting mainly of apple and orange, while a range of other ingredients, from apricots to raisins and rum, were left out.23


The government called for an “Austerity Christmas,” and in a bid to forestall excessive consumption during the holiday, the authorities introduced a ban on Christmas advertisements. Minister of War Organization J. J. Dedman published the decision in November, meeting with criticism and derision. The department store Anthony Hordens, in a move that bordered on civil disobedience, sought to evade the ban by referring to Santa Claus as “an old friend,” while his sleigh was described as “a fairy coach.”24 Prime Minister Curtin was frustrated: “Those who refuse to accept with a good grace the necessary sacrifices of war are not true citizens of the Commonwealth; and I am convinced that there is no greater enemy in our midst than persons who try to spread the insidious doctrine that the necessity for sacrifice has passed.”25


The press was divided on the issue. The magazine Truth derided Dedman as “a modern Scrooge,” while an article in the Sydney Morning Herald, describing how starving Parisians had turned to rats as a new delicacy, mused “we can only hope that this culinary experiment will not be seized upon as a precedent by Mr. Dedman for local application.”26 The same paper vented thinly veiled criticism in a letter addressed to Santa Claus on its front page on December 25: “What are we fighting for if it isn’t for a world more fit for Father Christmas to live in? … Too bad you’re not austere.”27 Another newspaper editorial argued it was hard to see how efficiency in fighting the war was helped by “solemnly prohibiting pink icing, waistcoats, domestic servants and Santa Claus.”28


The Age, by contrast, urged parsimony: “While cherishing the indestructible values of the season, and ensuring that kindly thought is given to the children, the sick and the aged, all intended festivity must be kept within bound,” it argued. “Self-indulgence in any form would be opposed to the spirit of the times, and a seemly restraint is owing not only because so many homes are 



 broken up, but also because our soldiers, airmen and sailors, and our Allies fighting alongside them, are giving themselves without stint or thought of self at posts of danger, discomfort and duty against remorseless and still-powerful enemies.”29


* * *


The war had torn families apart throughout Australia, and the thought that a father, a husband or a son might be in mortal danger and might never return lent an inevitable mood of apprehension to Christmas 1942. Frank Hartley, an Australian Army chaplain in New Guinea during the holiday, expressed the thoughts that occupied the relatives of servicemen during the holiday: “‘I wonder how Bill (… or Harry …or Joe) is enjoying his Christmas?’ is an inevitable query at every table. Then they get to considering whether the parcel they sent have got through to Bill on Service …whether the Comforts’ Fund Parcels are in evidence, … and under what conditions is he spending Christmas. These and countless other questions, uttered and unexpressed, present themselves in every family circle, on every Christmas that the boys are on active service.”30


Everyone in Australia knew someone who was serving in the armed forces, and despite the scarcity at home, there was a keen willingness to send the best the country could afford to the men in uniform. The Australian Comfort Fund, established during the previous world war, became operational again, collecting and packaging hampers for the country’s soldiers and sailors. The hampers contained “Christmas cake and pudding, fruit and cream in tins, and sweets, chewing gum, tobacco, cigarette papers, razor blades, boot polish, tooth paste, and brush and shaving soap,” according to a contemporary newspaper article.31


In the Sydney suburb of Camden, a call went out as early as October 1942 for the preparation of Christmas hampers for members of the community serving in the armed forces. The call, carried on the front page of the Camden News, was accompanied by a list of 129 locals serving in various branches. The hampers that were prepared as a result contained a large variety of items: 1 tin peaches, 1 tin strawberry jam, 1 tin full cream milk, 1 tin Arnott’s plum pudding, 1 large packet of cigarettes, 1 packet Aspros, 1 packet Minties, 2 packets PK chewing gum, 1 vegetable soup, 1 tin coffee and milk, 1 tin Nestles cream, 1 tin Red Feather cheese, 1 tin veal and tongue paste. The gifts were popular with the recipients. “The parcels always contain just the things that we seem to want,” one of them told a journalist.32




The Sydney Morning Herald reported how the Royal Australian Air Force was using every available non-operational aircraft “to play Santa Claus,” covering thousands of miles picking up and distributing Christmas parcels and mail. The paper described an ingenious method to get mail to and from soldiers in the Australian Outback who could not otherwise be reached: “Special Christmas packages, extra rations, and beer have been dropped by parachutes, or in special containers, to soldiers at lonely outposts in this area where planes cannot land. Soldiers at these posts who have letters and parcels to be sent to their families, place them in bags which are suspended between two long poles. Pilots swoop down and pick up the bags by means of hooks attached to the bodies of the planes.”33


In a practice that was widespread throughout Australia, families were encouraged to welcome lonely servicemen into their homes over Christmas. This way, US soldier Bob Feeley was exposed to the tradition of eating plum pudding with coins and buttons. He noted in his diary that he got a button, “signifying I’ll be a bachelor.”34 Not all gestures of kindness were repaid. A large number of families in the Sydney area had agreed to take in lonely servicemen for a short period during Christmas, but in many cases, the servicemen never showed up. “All today we have been inundated with telephone calls from disappointed people who were anxious to know why their guests had not turned up,” said Anne Marsh, a leading member of the organization Australian Hospitality Hut, which arranged the campaign. “Today’s experience has been a very bitter disappointment to those people who offered accommodation.”35


* * *


New Zealand, too, was trying to make Christmas bearable for young men far away from home. The town of Gisborne, located amid verdant pastures in the northeast, was near the spot where British explorer Captain James Cook first set foot in October 1769. A little more than 173 years later, this community of roughly 15,000 inhabitants received new visitors. Fifty-two American Marines arrived on a special train and spent their Christmas with families in the area.36 Most of them were patients from Silverstream Hospital near the New Zealand capital of Wellington, where they were being treated for malaria or injuries sustained in South Pacific battles.37 Gisborne had never seen such an influx of Americans before. “This occasion will be remembered by our children and our children’s children,” Mayor N. H. Bull said.38


The Americans, still reeling from their hellish experiences fighting the Japanese, were spoiled by the locals. “It was […] summertime there, and it was 



 right on the beach and all we had to do was roll out of the house and go for a swim,” said Norman T. Hatch, a Marine combat photographer. “Everybody had a grand time. Beer was flowing like mad, and there were great, big parties on the beach.”39 The day before they departed, the Americans played baseball against a team of Gisborne residents, in front of a large crowd. “The local opposition were mainly cricketers, who took to the new game with such zest they were able to defeat the Americans by 10 runs to eight, the fielding of the local cricketers being a factor in their success,” the Gisborne Herald reported with hardly suppressed pride.40


By Christmas 1942, New Zealand had been at war for nearly 40 months, having declared war on Germany on September 3, 1939, the same day as both Britain and Australia, and subsequently it had sent its young citizens to fight Germany and Italy in remote battlefields with names that had once sounded exotic but had long since acquired a familiar ring: Maleme, Galatas, Tobruk. It had been a somber period, but the previous Christmas had been a particularly bleak one. Back then in late 1941, the island nation had been in shock from the rapid Japanese advance across the Pacific, which had suddenly brought the war much closer.


New Zealand was now “within the theater of war,” as Prime Minister Peter Fraser had said in a Christmas message to his British counterpart Winston Churchill. “Days of difficulty and disappointment may lie ahead of us all,” he had predicted ominously.41 Now, a year on, there was light at the end of the tunnel, and as was the case in Australia, this was reflected in the official statements during the holiday. In his 1942 Christmas message to New Zealand troops fighting in the Middle East, Fraser promised a peace “which will bring you home and restore to you and us the right to live our own lives unmolested here in our own land.”42


The optimism expressed by the premier was also palpable among the public at large. The New Zealand Herald noted a clear improvement in the mood from a year earlier. “There has been a buoyant Christmas spirit abroad during the past few days,” it said in an editorial. “The contrast with last Christmas has been marked. The war position, particularly as it might have affected New Zealand, was serious last year. America had just been attacked and her weight had not yet been visibly exerted. Today the change in the war situation, generally, has had a stimulating effect upon the people. The spirit of confidence buttressing the will to victory is expressed in the buoyancy of the crowd.”43


The triumphs that New Zealand’s own forces were reporting back from the Middle East were a clear morale booster, but it was undeniably very far away, and the significance to the nation’s own defense was not entirely clear. More 



 important in terms of creating an immediate sense of security was the arrival of the Americans. At any one time for two years beginning in June 1942, there were between 15,000 and 45,000 American soldiers and sailors in New Zealand,44 and during the entire period a total of 100,000 passed through on their way to Pacific battlefields or on their return journey away from them.45 It was both a blessing and a curse.


It was not easy to miss the foreign presence in the cities and towns of New Zealand, with the different uniforms, strange accents and endearingly simple-minded questions about local customs. Their big, well-groomed smiles, testimony to an American obsession with teeth, were also noticed.46
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