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    AUTHOR’S NOTE




    The idea for Stranger in the House came to me on a train journey from Oxford to London when I was on my way to meet an editor about another book. I had not long published The Colonel of Tamarkan and much of the correspondence I had received about it dwelt upon the final chapter when I described the terribly difficult adjustment to post-war life experienced by my grandfather. It struck a chord with many people and most of my correspondents were women, thanking me for tackling the thorny issue of returning heroes. As I stared out of the window on to sodden fields I suddenly began to think about what it must have been like to welcome home a man who had been away for years; a man who had experienced the horrors of war and who was now expected to get on with life, to build a career, to take up with a family he hardly knew any more and to live in a country ravaged by years of war and rationing. Then I began to think about the women. How did they cope? What kind of adjustment did they have to make? How many of these women had any understanding at all of what was coming next?




    Six months later I was standing on a riverbank talking to the mother of one of my son’s friends. She was about to take her family to Australia on the family holiday of a lifetime. As we perched on the steeply sloping bank feeling our heels sinking into the soft grass I told her about the research I was doing for this book. She began to tell me the story of her family and the more she told me the more intently I listened. By the time she had finished my shoes were ruined but my interest was piqued to such an extent that we agreed to meet when she came back from her travels. Juliet Curry’s life had been deeply affected by the war in a way that I had not come across before. Her father had not been in the forces but for him and his wife the dislocation caused by six years of separation had had extreme consequences. I realized then that this book was not just about the effect of returning servicemen but about how the war affected family life, sometimes for ever, regardless of where a man had been.




    So where to start and how to find people who would talk to me? In the first instance I wrote back to people who had written to me about The Colonel and asked if they would be interested in talking about their own experiences of men coming home. It was fertile ground and several important interviews stemmed from this including those of Di Elliott and Meg Parkes. I then approached people I knew who had indicated that they might have a story of interest. In this way I talked to Marion Platt and Chris Best, two women with completely different experiences from those I had gathered from my first round of research. After that people began to approach me, hearing about my research and wanting to tell their own stories. Two warm transatlantic friendships developed via email – with Jen Howe and Stephanie Hess – thanks to an introduction by Jonathan Moffatt. At the same time I read diaries and letters in the Department of Documents at the Imperial War Museum to flesh out the immediate post-war story. Through this rich source I met Hazel Watson, Janice Taylor and Barbara Sinclair. The invaluable diaries at the Mass Observation Archive at the University of Sussex in Brighton and their Woman’s Own archive helped even further. Finally I decided I needed to spread my net so I wrote to the Women’s Institute who kindly printed a letter in their newsletter. This produced a small avalanche of correspondence and added to the now burgeoning files in my office. As the stories began to take shape I discovered that women had often not talked in detail about their own experiences before or were surprised to be asked about how they had coped, rather than retelling the story of someone else’s war.




    My patient husband, Chris, who never gets to read my books until they are published but who is subjected to hours of pillow talk as I thrash out ideas, made some clever suggestions as to how the book might be structured. It was he who came up with the idea of dividing the book into the wife’s tale, the daughter’s tale and so on.




    As a writer I am fascinated by the minutiae of everyday life. I like to think that a scratch-and-sniff approach reveals as much about the bigger picture as serious research into the important historical events that shape our lives. One of my favourite discoveries was in the Imperial War Museum in March 2006. There a file on a WAAF officer called Nancy Walton revealed the, to me, sensational snippet that Lord Nuffield had supplied the WAAF with sanitary towels for the entire duration of the war. These articles were newfangled and expensive but a vital aid to women. They were known as Nuffield’s Nifties. Although this generous and imaginative act of Lord Nuffield’s is perhaps little known and does not rate in the list of his enormously valuable benefactions, it was appreciated by the women on the receiving end and in the course of my conversations with ladies of a certain age I discovered that they all knew about Nuffield’s Nifties and were extremely grateful to him. Other facts came to light as the research progressed such as the revelation by one of my interviewees that her mother used to cut up newspapers into squares to hang on a piece of string in the outside privy. Her aunt, however, who was a little grander, used to use pinking shears to give her squares a more pleasing outline.




    When I began my research I wanted to learn how women had coped with their returning men and how they succeeded in balancing the combined pressures of family life and work with the added burdens of rationing, queuing and bringing up children. The research very quickly took on a life of its own as I realized it is impossible, in most cases, to isolate a returning man and examine just one relationship.




    Eventually I interviewed over a hundred women and more than twenty men and spoke to many others. They came from a variety of different backgrounds, from a lady-in-waiting to the late Queen Mother to a widow from Yorkshire. I talked to friends and strangers, I wrote to people whose names were passed on via contacts and I met people on trains, in libraries and in unexpected places. Everyone I spoke to had a story to tell and many were willing to let their stories be reproduced in this volume.




    Sometimes interviews took place face to face and at other times they were conducted over the telephone, by email or via letter. I travelled from Somerset to northern Scotland to collect material and I went to Australia in pursuit of tales from men who fought in almost every theatre of war from 1939 to 1945. I had help from individuals and institutions, from the WI and the War Widows Association, from the Commonwealth War Graves Commission and the ex-services mental health charity Combat Stress, from medical experts, psychologists and journalists.




    The men we discussed – grandfathers, fathers, brothers, uncles, sons and nephews – had been all over the world during the war, from the Maritime Provinces of Eastern Canada to the jungles of Borneo. They had been prisoners of war in Germany, Italy and Poland, in Japan, Thailand and Malaya. They had flown over Norway and Malta, they had fought in North Africa, India, Palestine, they had sailed in the North and South Atlantic, the Pacific and the Mediterranean. Some men had had a ‘good’ war, others had returned injured in body and mind, some had just been relieved to get home and get on with life. For all these men there were women at the other end of their war – mothers, wives, girlfriends, sisters, aunts, daughters and carers.




    I have shied away from making judgements about why people behaved in certain ways or did certain things because I felt that the stories should stand on their own without analysis. Often they developed over weeks of interviews so that the story slowly came out and took shape. I have tried to place the stories in the historical context and let the women speak for themselves. I am more convinced than ever that this period in our joint history had an enormous impact, and continues to have an impact on our lives today. I am certain that part of the current fascination with family history has to do with people trying to understand why they are like they are and what it was in their past that helped to shape their lives.




    Everyone I have interviewed has been asked whether they are happy to be identified in the book. A small handful of women asked me to disguise their identities by giving them false names and locations. Where complete anonymity has been requested I have of course respected this. Every effort has been made to check facts and cross-reference dates. Any errors in the narrative are my responsibility. To everyone whose story is told in the following pages and to all the others not included but who contributed to the whole picture I give my sincere and heartfelt thanks.




    Julie Summers


    Oxford


    April 2008
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    WAR WITHOUT END




    

      

        

          What we want now, at the end of this long period of adjustment, are not lectures on the sins of the past, but signposts for the future. Any fool can be destructive – it takes a clever and a wise person to be constructive.




          Dame Barbara Cartland


        


      


    




    During the course of 1945 the Second World War ended. There was no single date in the calendar that people could point to, as there was after the First World War, and say ‘it is over’. For the majority in Britain it came about with the announcement of the surrender of Germany and the VE Day celebrations on 8 May. For many, though, the war continued up to the surrender of Japan on 15 August.




    Over a period of two years, more than 4 million servicemen came home and for the following months and in some cases years, they readjusted to life in the post-war world. So why, six decades on, does the end of the Second World War still matter? ‘It takes a long time, I think, to understand a war,’ the novelist A. L. Kennedy said in 2008. ‘We are almost at the point where we can have an overview of 1939–45.’ I would go further and say that it takes even longer to understand the effect that war has on those caught up in its slipstream.




    This book is a collection of reminiscences from women, largely, whose lives were affected by the fallout from that war. Some women were relieved that the war was over and they could get on with where life had left off in 1939. However, even for those who had no trouble assimilating after 1945 there was adjustment on some level. Britain was no longer the country it had been before the war. Life had changed in so many ways. There was less money, food and housing. There were more queues, rules and laws. The government had unprecedented levels of control over people’s lives and it was a country almost bankrupt by six years of war.




    The Second World War cut across the middle of the twentieth century. It tore at the fabric of society and at a generation. It brought turmoil in its wake, which was unprecedented in its ferocity. It damaged millions of lives beyond repair and caused the greatest mass migration in human history. It was total war, defined as a conflict of unlimited scope in which a faction mobilizes all available resources in order to destroy their rivals’ ability to defend themselves. In total war there are no non-combatants: everyone, civilians and soldiers alike, is an acceptable target. Our national government took powers to control the country’s human and material resources to confront the enemy in battle, to supply our armed forces and to feed and clothe the nation. Conscription extended beyond recruitment into the armed services to direct women into munitions work and the Land Army.




    Sixty years on statistics for the Second World War vary but there were at least 15 million military deaths worldwide and probably double that number of civilian fatalities. The upheaval was worse in mainland Europe but in Britain alone countless families lost their homes. Over the summer and autumn of 1945 and on through the spring and summer of 1946 millions of men were demobbed and returned home. For many it was a serious challenge, for ‘home’ was not what they had known when they left to fight. For some it no longer existed physically – their homes had been bombed or lost. For others the loss was emotional: parents had died, wives and girlfriends had moved on, children had been born. For a fortunate few nothing much at home had changed. But these men had.




    Sir Carol Mather wrote in his memoir Aftermath of War:




    

      

        

          By the end of six years of war, one was totally satiated with the experience; one had lived, eaten, slept and dreamed ‘war’ to the exclusion of everything else. After it was over I put a cordon sanitaire around the whole affair and forgot about it. Then the years passed and a subtle change took place, as succeeding generations grew up. The episode passed, almost unnoticed, out of the realm of ‘experience’ and into the domain of ‘history’.


        


      


    




    ‘But what of the women?’ The prolific novelist Dame Barbara Cartland posed this question in her autobiography The Years of Opportunity 1939–1945:




    

      

        

          We were glad, but still our hearts refused to sing, the shadow of war still lay over us in a restriction of freedom, in controls and coupons. We had only to look at our empty larders, empty store cupboards and half-empty coal cellars to know war had not receded very far from our daily lives. To practically everyone in Great Britain the war had brought the loss of someone they loved – either man, woman or child – and for many there were crippled bodies or blinded eyes as a legacy from the nights of terror and fire.


        


      


    




    Women had not fought in the front line but had been caught up in the war in almost every other way.




    From every corner of the country came a sigh of relief that the war in Europe was over and VE Day was announced, but it was not until mid-August 1945 that Japan surrendered unconditionally, bringing the war to an end. As the photographer and designer Cecil Beaton observed on VE Day: ‘Victory does not bring with it a sense of triumph – rather a dull numbness of relief that the blood-letting is over.’ There was a sense of exhaustion that overrode the feelings of joy expressed in the street parties and victory parades. ‘Everyone wants, above all things, a rest,’ George Orwell had told American readers on a visit to the United States in the autumn of 1944.




    What were people to make of it all? Men were uneasy with their freedom from order and discipline, thrown into a state of uncertainty about how they would fit back in to civilian society. They were confused by women who had grown older, who had become independent. Then there were the children who didn’t recognize their fathers, who sometimes did not know their fathers as they had not yet met them, who were jealous of the attention now lavished on their mothers.




    Where before there had been a certain harmony and rhythm, even in difficult times, there was now disruption and confusion. How could a woman ever understand what a soldier fighting in North Africa or Germany or France had experienced? How could a returning man comprehend what a woman had been through in the Blitz? For some it was the fact that they had grown up while they had been away, for others it was that people at home had changed. So much was unfamiliar and some things had moved on while others had stood still. All of this simmered away in family homes in cities, towns and villages throughout the country.




    One initial reaction, after the relief of coming home, was surprise. A released prisoner of war from Germany, Lieutenant Frank Stewart, wrote in his diary:




    

      

        

          We were let loose at last on Thursday 10th May, armed with rail passes, ration books and clothing coupons, and even a little cash in our pockets. Our first stop was London and, for some reason or another, I and a few friends headed for Hyde Park Corner and sauntered through St James’s Park. I remember how we were all surprised, and indeed shocked, by the blatancy of the couples on the benches and on the ground, as we thought back to pre-war days when holding hands in public was considered rather daring. Also, we noticed how many women now wore trousers . . . We moved on to Piccadilly Circus and stood there in silence recalling the scene. The lights weren’t on again yet (it was too early in the day anyhow), but there was a great bustle of people. We thought they looked tired and drawn, as they had every reason to be after what they’d endured from the flying bombs and rockets. I wondered what the Londoner at that time would think if he knew of our less than vindictive feelings towards the Germans.


        


      


    




    Kenneth Laing confessed in an article for the POWRA (Prisoner of War Relatives Association) newssheet in June 1945: ‘A completely new generation has arrived. Strange people turn up among your acquaintances and you realize you left them as children. Now they’re around everywhere. They’re bewildering. They seem to have skidded out into life rather than to have grown up. They’re a mixture of sheer worldliness and complete childish innocence. With them you really feel five years have passed.’


    

    But he was enchanted by children: ‘I can’t stop looking at them.’ He wrote, ‘At church the first Sunday I just stared and stared all through the service. They’re so fresh and healthy and they have such wonderful colour on their cheeks. All the German children had what we called “potato complexion” – sallow and yellowish.’




    Many boys had left home at eighteen and returned at twenty-three or four as men:




    

      

        

          A young man is thrust into the army. He is conveyed to some unfamiliar place suddenly, then, he is plunged into mortal combat. He does not know why. He does not understand. He is frightened; he loses control of the simplest bodily functions. But within the short space of a few hours, his spirit is carried through every degree of terror, horror, anger, pity, brutality, idealism, bravery, exultation, ecstasy. Then in some strange way it is over. He is back at routine. He finds himself bewildered. He looks about on the world and does not recognize it. He has been shaken and changed. He is, even after it is over, afraid. Terrible and wonderful pictures come into his brain at night. That is why we see so many men who were sensitive boys, before they entered the army, walking about the world with quiet, strange eyes.


        


      


    




    The war had not been a terrible experience for all men. Some had found it to have been positive and their lives were enhanced by the camaraderie and excitement of their time in the services. But that did not necessarily make it any easier for the women and families they came home to. One woman wrote:




    

      

        

          Imagine this, fifty years on my husband still tells anyone who will listen that the war years were the best years of his life. He had a wonderful war. He had adventures, he made friends, he saw incredible places that I can only dream of and when he came home he just went on and on about those days. Still does. That doesn’t say much for our married life. There was no feeling for me and what I had been through with my little children. We’d had to live with my disabled mother and I spent the war looking after her and the children and trying to make ends meet. It was not glamorous at all and I didn’t like having Alfred telling me how grand it had been for him while he took no notice of what I’d been through.


        


      


    




    The feeling of dislocation and unease at the prospect of readjustment reached into almost every home. There was a sense that this had all been seen before, after the last war, and there was a determination within government that the mistakes that had been made then should not be repeated. The fiasco of demobilization in 1918 had subsequently been widely recognized as a scandal and the results had been in many cases tragic. Hundreds of thousands of men returned to a ‘promised land fit for heroes’ that turned out to be sadly less than able to cope with them owing to the approaching economic slump of the 1920s. A major problem too was the fact that so many men had suffered severe psychological damage as a result of the war and this was little understood. This time, the government knew, it would have to be different. There would be help for returning men and there would be advice on coping with the pressures of settling down.




    All this was foreseen as early as 1942 at cabinet level. Churchill, focused on winning the war, at least agreed to appoint a minister of reconstruction to oversee this major task. The man charged with this was the great trade union leader Ernest Bevin, whom Churchill had appointed as minister of labour and national service in May 1940. No one in 1942 believed the war would last another three years so what might now seem somewhat premature, seeing that the peak of mobilization was not reached until 1943, made sense then. The government’s planners began to consider a post-war future for its ‘bombed-out, worn-out, rationed-out’ people. Bevin understood all too well that housing was going to be of critical importance once the war was over. In a speech in Wigan in November 1943 he stated the case unequivocally: ‘We must do it for the sake of the men who have married since the war, for two and a half million marriages have taken place since war broke out . . . Not more than 10 or 12 per cent have homes. They are living with their families or in furnished rooms . . . The one essential thing if you are going to stop moral disaster after the war is to enable these young folk to start off under reasonable conditions of home life as quickly as ever you can.’




    The issue of housing focused the minds of the committee for reconstruction when they came to consider the hierarchy for demobilization. There were to be three categories of release: Class A for the longest-serving service personnel; Class B included construction and other key workers who could be called back to work in reconstruction; Class C was for compassionate cases. Bevin insisted that no consideration be taken of where a man had served or whether he was married, so that conceivably a single man who had served five years in Britain would be released before a married man who had served four years in the Middle East or India.




    This was the sting in the tail as far as the forces were concerned and thus the reception of the plan was cool. In practice it had many hiccups, as this comment from a mother illustrates:




    

      

        

          Young Sid’s annoyed because he’ll be in the army another 12 months. Because he was temporarily released from the army last year to do slating in London, the army’s counted the time against him and put him back ten groups for demobbing. Sid’s wild because he says that he’s the sort of worker they’ll need when building houses. But I tell him not to be so daft. He’s having an easy time of it now, in the army, and if he applied for release under the Class B scheme he’d be sent wherever the labour exchange thought fit, and be worse off, paying out all his earnings in some stinking lodgings.


        


      


    




    There is a popular belief that the government and army had made no provision for helping men to get back into the swing of civvy street but, as will become clear, there was no shortage of plans. As the end of the war drew closer a whole conflation of documents and leaflets was published by the War Office, the Ministry of Labour and the armed forces. The HMSO Release and Resettlement advice booklet was handed out to every returning serviceman urging them to contact their local Resettlement Advice office to talk through issues with specially trained officers who would address and advise on any topic, however unusual.




    The weak point in the plan was the human element. ‘The plan was all paper, paper, paper – brilliant in theory but hopelessly optimistic in assuming that individuals would surrender their interests to the collective need.’ No account, despite the experiences of the post-First World War era, was taken of the traumatic psychological effect on men and women of the war. The medical profession and public alike were inclined to underestimate the results of delayed shock. A doctor giving lectures on First Aid told his audience that in his opinion the biggest modern development from the medical science point of view was the treatment of shock: ‘In the last war, 1914–18, amazing strides were made in surgery. In this war I believe the greatest advance is our realization that treatment for shock must take precedence over all injuries.’




    The army had its own psychiatrists who were working with the services even during the war and one man in particular stood out as someone who recognized the problems that men would have in readjusting to civilian life. His name was Thomas Forrest Main. Born in South Africa but educated in Britain and Ireland between the wars, he was taken on by the army in the Second World War. He said: ‘The return of personal interest will be coupled with . . . complaints of unfairness; . . . indiscipline; depression; and epidemics of jealousy and resentment against different sections of the nation.’ And he was right.




    Bevin too understood the sensitive nature of repatriation and he insisted that the Resettlement Advice Service must ‘have a human outlook and be patient in dealing with men who come to us. They have good reason to be unsettled and disturbed in their minds and we must, therefore, be sympathetic. There must be no “official” outlook or coldness of manner. Cases will vary greatly but we must not hesitate to give help or advice even if a case is not covered by instructions. Every man must be dealt with as an individual in need of help and advice.’




    However, the truth was that there was little help offered to families who found themselves with marital difficulties and the experiences that Main and his colleagues encountered were not solved by well-intentioned official advice. The men and women who worked in the centres were not qualified to cope with intimate personal problems and men were often referred to voluntary bodies such as the British Legion, the Salvation Army and the Church who, it was felt, had more experience in dealing with these issues. Barbara Cartland, who worked as a welfare officer during the war, was dismissive of the ability of individual padres to deal with questions concerning sex and she told them so quite bluntly: ‘Couldn’t you speak to the men and tell them not to be upset if their married relationship is not quite normal – tell them that with patience and returning health things will adjust themselves?’ She visited a group of returned prisoners of war from Germany and put the question to two priests.




    

      

        

          The padres looked at me goggle-eyed. ‘We wouldn’t have time to say that,’ one remarked at length primly. What he meant was that he didn’t want to talk about such things. But why not? Marriages are broken up every day through parties concerned being left in ignorance by people, who, however well-meaning, won’t get down to brass tacks and talk in plain English about ‘such things’. And whose job is it?




          The physical and spiritual are so closely related that it is no use Clerics and Medical Officers putting themselves into watertight compartments and trying to divide the indivisible. What is more, it is everybody’s business and everybody’s job to do what they can for the national happiness . . . Happiness is being destroyed and lost because we’re too mealy-mouthed to tell young people what we know through experience.


        


      


    




    The Marriage Guidance Council, set up in 1938, had centres in London and other big cities. It made a valuable contribution to helping married couples with problems but only, of course, for people who knew about the organization and were willing to talk to consultants. It was not yet widely accepted that marriage guidance could offer real help to couples, despite the government’s acknowledgement in 1947 that early intervention by experts helped to save foundering relationships. It may also have been that men were simply unwilling to discuss more personal problems. For a man who had survived the war it was probably more than he could do to admit that he and his wife or family were finding it hard to settle down now that it was over, let alone discuss anything to do with sexual issues. Also, it is likely that some men saw their wider concerns not as a familial matter but more wrapped up in the way that society was developing after the war. Expressions of bafflement about the black market and the difficulties of civvy street were all too often heard and might have masked a great malaise at home.




    Sydney Wootton, a prisoner of war from Thailand and Japan, kept all his resettlement papers in meticulous order after the war and they provide an overview of the advice given to men in 1945. One leaflet issued by the War Office (AMD (5) May 1945) was entitled Hints on Diet during Recuperative Leave for Liberated POWs. The advice was not to overload the stomach, ‘to eat foods that were easy to digest such as eggs, fish and tender meat’. This was good advice but where might he obtain such foods? he wondered. ‘Do not hurry your meals, chew your food carefully and avoid rush and hurry before and after meals.’ For a man who had been starving for years this advice was not always welcome. As a Far Eastern prisoner of war he was given another envelope issued to men who had been in malarial areas. This was to be given to a GP who might not recognize the tropical diseases listed: malaria, dysentery (including amoebic dysentery), nutritional deficiencies, skin diseases and worm infestations.




    In fact ex-POWs were bombarded with information from organizations that promised to help them to resettle: the Red Cross, the Indian Army, RAPWI (Recovery of Allied Prisoners of War and Internees) as well as the War Office and the government. There were instructions about what to do with enemy currency and how to exchange it, about obtaining clothes, leave, demob allowances, health and pensions. His Army Welfare Service officer wrote to him offering advice as well.




    The Ministry of Labour and National Service sent him a For Your Guidance leaflet about what to do on leaving the services. ‘To help you solve the many and varied problems which may arise when you reach home again, there will be a Resettlement Advice office in every town of any size. These offices have been set up especially to help you in this way – go to them with your problems whatever they may be and everything possible will be done to assist you.’ But, after all that encouraging advice, this was principally concerned with getting men back to work in their old jobs, new jobs or apprentice schemes. The leaflet also instructed him what to do with his uniform (keep it clean in case there is another national emergency); it informed him about ration books and entitlements, about parliamentary registration, about railway concessions and what to do if he had contracted venereal disease.




    So it was not that there was a lack of advice and help on hand. As this shows, it was there in plenty, but it was all designed to move things forward bureaucratically and, crucially, with the exception of the advice from his regimental association, it offered no emotional support.




    The overriding message for ex-servicemen seemed to be to get on with the future, put the past behind you. Now was the time for the famous British stiff upper lip. And it is true that for every family who had problems they knew of others who were in a worse state, and that certainly had some bearing on people’s desire to put up and shut up. How could a woman complain about her husband’s strange new attitudes and anxieties when her friend had been widowed and another mother had lost her only son?




    One group of returning men who were particularly hard hit were those coming back from the prisoner of war camps in the Far East. They came home to a world they barely recognized. Their war had ended so suddenly after the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki that their initial reaction was one of shocked surprise that the end had come so quickly. This was summed up by Lieutenant Colonel Philip Toosey, who had been in charge of the officers’ camp in Kanchanaburi in Thailand: ‘My reaction? I was stunned. Stunned. You have to remember what we’d gone through. And then to be told, just like that, out of the blue, the whole thing was over. My mind was stunned. Completely. My feelings had been so numbed by some of the dreadful things that had gone on that I wasn’t particularly easily moved by anything by then. But gradually my mind reacted to it and then it was a feeling of tremendous joy.’ That joy was tempered by the fact that many of his men would not be coming home with him. Nearly a third of prisoners taken by the Japanese had died during captivity. Fit, fighting men, reduced to physical and mental shadows of their former selves, they had watched their colleagues die of disease and neglect in their thousands.




    Quite apart from the shock of what they had seen and witnessed in the fighting and as prisoners, these men had been out of the frame for so long that the developments that had taken place in the meantime bewildered them: ‘We are completely foxed by expressions such as D Day, VE Day, VJ day, SEAC, Alligators, Ducks, Pythons, RAPWI, buzz bombs, atom bombs, bazookers etc. Neither do we know who are Montgomery, Supremo, Ike or Bill Slim. I suppose we shall find out bit by bit,’ wrote Lieutenant Louis Baume in early September 1945 as he became a free man again.




    The concerns of men, women and families were expressed by many people not through official channels but via magazines and the letters pages of newspapers. There were four topics that were aired frequently: lack of decent food (rationing remained in place until 1954); lack of fuel – this was particularly serious during the freezing, snowy winter of 1947; housing shortages, the squalor of digs, shared accommodation; and finally, women: ‘our wives are exhausted’ one man in the Eighth Army wrote to the British Legion Journal, ‘some neurotic and ill through war work, lack of essential food and queuing for hours’.




    While men were sometimes able to find reassurance in the company of others who had had similar experiences, such as through regimental associations and the British Legion, for the women at home there were no such official bodies. The Women’s Institute, the Townswomen’s Guild and other such organizations provided welcome diversions and there were lectures on readjustment on a local level but they were not set up to provide anything other than informal assistance. Barbara Cartland was asked by an army educational officer to give a lecture to the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) about readjustment:




    

      

        

          He had arranged a course of lectures and he said the first was to be on Town Planning. ‘Have you seen those ATS?’ I asked. ‘How many of them do you expect to have the chance of planning a town? First things first. Let them learn to plan a home and as things are most of them will be lucky to get a shack.’ The officer was really rather annoyed but after some argument I agreed to speak only if I could speak on the home. The lecture was called ‘Design in the Home’. It was simple and practical, and the girls liked it. But I know the Educational Officer thought it was far too simple.


        


      


    




    Cartland was unrepentant. She knew it was hopeless trying to encourage people to think about strategic matters when the basics were still all awry: ‘If I want to treat a pimple on my nose I don’t want to take a course in facial anatomy,’ she wrote huffily. ‘A home is made by the people in it and principally by the woman.’




    The national women’s weekly Woman’s Own seems to have been well in tune with the Zeitgeist of the mid-1940s and the pages were full of good advice for women as well as romantic stories of love affairs, broken hearts and dirty-rotter characters who desert their damsels. What an invaluable source of advice this must have been for the readers. Among the knitting patterns and cookery recipes were editorials on specific topics about life in post-war Britain and of course the agony aunt pages were dominated by questions from women on how to cope with returning men. In January 1945 the magazine published an article by Norah C. James that got to the heart of the issue of how women should deal with men coming back from the war and what their role would be. Strikingly the emphasis was on the women’s ability to make everything better. In ‘Back to Real Life’ James wrote:




    

      

        

          What will be the most important among all the post-war problems for women? I think the central one will be the reinstatement of the home as a family unit. The home and the family have always been an essential part of our life and no war can alter that fact. What has happened to the average home since 1939? Chiefly, its dispersal. When peace comes that dispersal will not cease because the bells of victory ring out. It goes far deeper than the mere physical return of the family. It seems to me most essential that women should prepare themselves now for the future.


        


      


    




    She warned women that husbands, sons and even daughters would come back changed. Husbands, who before they went away, had been happy to lead quiet, regular lives, would have faced the dangers of the battlefield ‘and passed through experiences so gigantic that they are bound to have left their mark on them’. She conceded that women, too, would have changed: ‘Quite possibly they have become more independent since their husbands went away. They have had to shoulder responsibilities that would not have been theirs in normal times. Some women may even have learned to enjoy the independence of salaries of their own. Giving these up may not be too easy.’




    It was the long-term, slow-burn, below-the-surface problems that would cause families the greatest difficulties. James was not saying anything radical, after all, this had been the experience of women after the First World War, the mothers and sisters of the current generation, but she was putting the onus for tackling the post-war years on women. There was a sense that they held the key to making the future better for their men and children, that they had a duty of sacrifice in response to everything the men had fought for in the last six years: ‘That is woman’s main task in the reconstruction of life after the war. She will be the mainspring of a new and better way of living.’ To women who were exhausted by having had to cope during the war years, who had brought children up alone, worried constantly about what was happening to their men, struggled with rationing and survived the Blitz, it seemed harsh that now they were expected by other women in positions to comment, as much as by the men in power, to pick up the post-war pieces and create stability in the aftermath.




    The magazine’s agony aunt from 1932 was the novelist and journalist Leonora Eyles, who became the trusted confidante of thousands of women who read her columns and wrote to her with their problems. She became the first famous agony aunt before Marjorie Proops and with her experience of living in poverty and difficult circumstances before the First World War she wrote with genuine kindness and understanding in response to her correspondents’ concerns. One woman wrote to her addressing the topic that filled the agony pages of the magazine for the greater part of 1945: ‘While my husband was a prisoner of war for over three years I just lived for him to come home and so did the children. But now that he is home I feel wretched. We do nothing but squabble; he seems a stranger to the children; and has lost all his nice ways with me. I am almost in despair.’




    Leonora replied: ‘So much depends on you, my dear, on your tact and gentle understanding. He has been through dreadful experiences which he probably won’t talk about; the children probably hurt him too, because they formed a fairy-tale idea of him, and the poor man doesn’t live up to it. I had a similar situation to face with my husband in the last war and if you care to let me have your address I will explain how I coped with a situation which often seemed beyond me.’




    On 1 June 1945 another woman wrote to her: ‘My husband is coming home after four years in a German prison; I lost my head two years ago, and had a baby. I made up my mind that I would keep it whatever happened, but now I have read about the sufferings of prisoners, I feel I cannot face my husband and let him know I was disloyal. He may forgive me in time but how can I greet him, ill and crippled, with this child?’




    Leonora replied: ‘I am glad you see that now; I know that few men in [his] state would be fit, physically or nervously, to face a story of infidelity. They are even nervous when we townsfolk ask them in to a meal. I urge you at once to find a foster mother through your local Welfare Officer and go to work to pay for the baby’s keep. Later if your husband will forgive you, he may take the baby as his; or if you will write to me I will tell you on what terms some homes may take it.’




    In the 22 June 1945 issue Leonora Eyles published an article about returning German prisoners of war. She dealt with the subject head on: ‘Our town is at present full of repatriated prisoners and sometimes I feel sorry for them. They are all here because they are not yet well enough to go home, and when I talked to the Matron of their hospital recently she gave me some little sidelights on their needs.’




    The first question was that of food and she reminded her readers that men who had been starving would have to be fed as if they were small children: ‘his thinness is not only on the surface of his body, his digestive organs have also lost tone and power and cannot cope with the amount of food he craves. Small meals and often should be the rule. A drink won’t hurt him, especially beer, but don’t let his thoughtless friends give him too much.’




    Men would have shattered nerves, she went on to explain, and would have to be treated with great care, as if they were an invalid. ‘You wouldn’t allow crowds in the house if your husband was ill with pneumonia, would you?’ she asked them to consider. ‘Well, treat him as carefully as you can by keeping crowds away.’ This was all excellent advice and far more useful in many ways than the official advice published in documents that were distributed by the government.




    She urged women to encourage men to talk about their experiences, something that was quite out of keeping with the army’s recommendations to their returning prisoners, in particular. ‘Let him get it off his chest,’ she encouraged. ‘If he sits silent and gloomy, let him alone. As a sick animal goes into a corner and wants to be alone, so does a man with a sick mind and body.’




    ‘Lastly,’ she wrote, ‘there is the wife’s side of the problem. She has been living in comparatively peaceful Britain – yes, I say “peaceful” in spite of bombs and overwork and queues. You have been looking forward to a new honeymoon, a little glamour, perhaps a little relaxation of your heavy burden of responsibility. But you can’t have it yet.’




    The educational psychologist K.M. Catlin wrote in similar vein in Home & Country, the Women’s Institute magazine, in June 1945: ‘Don’t expect to pick up the threads just where you dropped them. It may be necessary to go back a bit – to get a little nearer your courting attitude when you weren’t quite so sure of each other and couldn’t afford to take things for granted, but rather set out to please and win the other’s affection.’




    There it was. The woman had her work cut out. Hers was to be the responsibility to create a new homely order out of the mess left behind by six years of war. She would have to be patient, caring and loving but above all practical. She would not be able to take a well-earned rest or expect to have the burden of responsibility lifted from her shoulders. One wife, now in her nineties, commented to a neighbour: ‘When their war ended, our war began.’
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    AN IRON RATION OF LOVE: THE VALUE OF COMMUNICATION




    

      

        

          Letters for us stand for love, longing, light-heartedness and lyricism. Letters evoke passion, tenderness, amusement, sadness, rejoicing, surprise. And none of this is possible without the Army Post Office.




          Diana Hopkinson


        


      


    




    The families who seemed to fare best in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War were those who had been able to communicate their thoughts and feelings during the long months and years of separation. It made no difference what background people came from, if they were able to share their day-to-day lives freely by whatever means, it helped them readjust to home life afterwards. Most communication during the war was by letter and some families exchanged hundreds of letters with their husbands, wives, children or parents. This chapter considers the importance of communication and looks at how it helped people to come back home and take up their places within the family and, in time, in society.




    In the six years of war the army postal service handled thousands of millions of letters and parcels to and from conflict zones throughout the world. In every diary written during the war there are references to the arrival or non-arrival of the post. Crushing disappointment when nothing came, euphoria at the delivery of a letter from a loved one, smugness that you had one and your neighbour did not, sadness that he had one and you did not. And at home the post was just as eagerly awaited. ‘No letter from Jack this week’ or ‘I am sure you have written but I haven’t received any letters from you for a fortnight and I do so worry when I don’t hear from you.’ ‘Bliss oh bliss! Four letters in one day. I jumped into bed, pulled the covers up to my nose and breathed in your news.’ The value of postal communication and exchange of information between servicemen and women and their families is hard to overestimate.




    It is easy to read unimaginable statistics describing numbers of letters sent to and from the United Kingdom during the war and to take the post for granted but perhaps a brief history of the army postal service, this vital line of communication that kept many relationships going, will help to underline the extraordinary organization of this vital link.




    In 1795 an Act of Parliament was passed ‘allowing seamen, NCOs and soldiers to “send and receive letters by the post on their own private concerns” at a special low rate of one penny per letter, which was to be paid when the letter was posted’. The overarching reason for the introduction of this generous gesture was in fact to prevent loss of revenue which resulted from soldiers being unable to pay the accumulated postage on readdressed letters when they caught up with them. The side effect, as it were, of this legislation, was to encourage men to write home. Not many ordinary soldiers in the nineteenth century were literate but as literacy increased so the number of letters sent home increased too. The post was originally handled by civilian postal workers but this was phased out after the Crimean War and the army took responsibility for its own post.




    In early 1913, eighteen months before the outbreak of the First World War, the Army Post Office Corps became a special reserve unit of the Royal Engineers. They took on the title of Royal Engineers Postal Section (REPS) and had, at the outbreak of war, 10 officers and 294 ORs (other ranks) which was sufficient for a force of six divisions. Of course, as the size of the army swelled during the early years of the Great War, so did the need for care to avoid military information about troop movements and so on falling into enemy hands. Censorship was introduced and the army issued a pamphlet entitled Censorship Order and Regulations for Troops in the Field in November 1916 which listed nine subjects that the censor would not permit, including ‘comments on the effects of hostile fire, the physical and moral conditions of the troops and details of defensive works’.




    By the outbreak of the Second World War the REPS was well organized and determined to keep post going under as many circumstances as it could. REPS personnel began to move to France on 4 September 1939, several weeks before the first troops of the British Expeditionary Force. The first post office was set up in Chanzy Barracks at Le Mans and in December that year a route from Folkestone to Boulogne was opened and the front-line troops received and sent their mail via Amiens.




    Throughout the Phoney War the postal service worked remarkably well. When the Germans launched the Blitzkrieg on 10 May 1940 the REPS’s prearranged contingency plans were put into effect but the speed of the German advance disrupted the rate at which the postal service could operate: ‘The stationery office at Boulogne was destroyed by bombing on 19 May and the staff on duty there were killed. The following day the Germans reached the coast at Abbeville, thereby cutting off the Base PO at Le Havre from the troops fighting north of it, for whom on 27 May the postal authorities had 26,000 bags of undeliverable mail.’ But in spite of the problems of the rapid German advance the average time for a letter posted in the United Kingdom to reach its addressee in France or Belgium was two and a half days.




    As the war progressed, so did the extent of the REPS’ work. In July 1940 personnel were sent to Egypt and Palestine to establish a Base Post Office. The Second World War was highly mobile and the Army Postal Service learned valuable lessons, which meant it was able to cope with the rapid advance through Italy. But perhaps its most spectacular planning came prior to D-Day in 1944. ‘In the planning for operation OVERLORD it was decided that letters would be delivered in Normandy on D+1, newspapers on D+4 and parcels on D+6, using air transport as soon as airstrips became available.’ According to Peter Boyden of the National Army Museum, the first REPS men arrived in Normandy by parachute on the morning of 6 June 1944 and by the end of D-Day the forty postal staff in France had opened three stationery post offices.




    On D-Day itself a surgeon tending a badly wounded man on the beach heard his name spoken, looked up and was handed a buff envelope by a triumphant lance corporal who had located him with great difficulty. He opened it to find an income tax demand.




    This extraordinary postal operation was planned by Brigadier James Drew on Montgomery’s orders. In 1944 alone his unit succeeded in dispatching some 340 million letters, 95 million packets and 13 million parcels. James Norris Drew had entered the Post Office in 1933 as an assistant traffic superintendent (telephones). In 1938 he became assistant surveyor and as a Royal Engineer officer in the Army Supplementary Reserve he became closely involved with the Army Postal Service. Described as a tall, powerfully built man with an awe-inspiring handlebar moustache, Drew had an ability to achieve apparently impossible objectives which made him a legendary figure in the services.




    The great success of this operation was due in part to the army’s recognition of the importance to the morale of the servicemen of being in contact with their families. Tank crews in the desert, riflemen in the Burmese jungle, ambulance crews in France and Italy, and men in every part of the service could be sure that their mail would reach them. Certainly reading letters written during the war it is indisputable that this brought untold comfort and reassurance to men in the field, as indeed it did to their families back home. Naturally not all news was good and several hundred thousand families received a War Office telegram or letter to say that a serviceman had been wounded or killed.




    The value of correspondence, especially for men who were away for years, was summed up by an editorial in Woman’s Own in September 1945:




    

      

        

          Those letters have transported me home every single day, writes an RAF reader, telling me how much, during his five years of service, his wife’s faithful letters have meant to him. She used to apologize for having ‘no real news’ yet apparently her letters (1,825 of them he reckons!) have been entirely satisfactory to him. Not one day passed when she did not put down a line or two about the day’s events.




          Through her daily letters I have followed the progress of a chubby three-months-old babe I left, into the wiry schoolboy of five . . . Lately his adventures at the prep school have dominated, and the quaint philosophic musings of this five-year-old sage, while relating his daily doings over tea to his mother, have been good to read . . .




          This RAF father almost could smell the flowers in his garden through his wife’s vivid chronicles. She did not forget to tell him that she put the copper beech leaves in his favourite yellow vase. His home has been with him all the time, whatever his hardships.




          Separation is not over yet, for many families – and the less eventful days of peacetime service probably move more slowly. I hope the pens at home are as busy and comradely as that of my correspondent’s wife – who apologized for having no real news.


        


      


    




    As the war began to draw to a close the nature of people’s correspondence began to change. For now it was clear that people who had been living apart from one another for months and more often than not, years, would be reunited. As women turned their attention towards the future they also began to worry about what it would be like when the men came home, and indeed the men began to wonder what they would find when they came home.




    Eve Boxall was married to an architect, Gordon, who served abroad, in Italy and Africa from March 1943 to November 1945. The couple had a daughter, Sally, born in June 1943. They lived on the Isle of Sheppey in Kent so that Eve was aware all the time of the proximity of the war to England. This gave Gordon great cause for anxiety and he was horrified when, in July 1944, he learned through her letters that she had had to move downstairs to sleep in the Morrison shelter in the dining room because of the threat of bombing. Being away from Britain he had no way of knowing how much danger his wife and daughter were in, so his letters of that period were full of concern for their safety. For her part Eve had no idea initially where her husband was posted and he was unable to tell her, but he dropped tantalizing hints in his first letters about blackberry bushes and lemon trees and other plants.




    The two kept up a regular correspondence throughout the two and a half years he was abroad and there is a sense in the letters of the way their relationship matured while he was away. Eve’s letters were full of tales on the one hand of how she was learning to cope living on her own and running the house and on the other of Sally’s development: ‘While I was playing with Sally today, patting her long brown legs I felt so sad that you’re not here to hear her trying to talk,’ she wrote, when Sally was just fourteen weeks old. Then she learned that Gordon had been fighting in Salerno, which made her feel proud of him: ‘But the anxiety of it too, when I think that at this very moment that I’m lying in bed writing this you might be in some dangerous spot.’ In another letter she wrote in ecstatic language having heard of his being awarded the Military Cross. Although this was all happening at a distance, there was a sense that she felt almost as if she were having a conversation with him: ‘I feel quite sick with excitement. I just don’t know how to write. I expect you know what I’ve heard. Oh darling, didn’t you know anything about it? Listen to this: “for gallant and distinguished service in Italy Lieut (temporary captain) Gordon Charles Boxall RA Isle of Sheppey has been awarded the Military Cross.” Again I’ve got that sick feeling as I write, oh darling.’




    As the war progressed so the tone of Eve’s letters became more intense. Gordon’s letters to her were more than mere correspondence. They kept her going day to day:




    

      

        

          Darling there you go again talking of boring me. You can’t do, my sweet. But I hate the sound of the shelling of the road to . . . Hate it! Hate the rain, hate everything you have to put up with. But I feel happy my letters help & you keep saying they do. Well, I just can’t describe the lovely warm feeling your letters give me. I take the pages to bed with me & they do make me flush & I just want to give and give and give. And I feel that I just want you to go on asking and asking what you want me to do, so that I can please you.


        


      


    




    Gordon’s letters, too, were full of his thoughts and dreams about their reunion which, at that stage, he hoped would be very soon, but Eve felt that it was bad luck to dream of such happiness. In November 1944 she wrote:




    

      

        

          I never thought that this separation would last at least 2 years. Never. What a mercy we didn’t know. Darling, I know I haven’t changed and even if you think I have as you say, you can always change me back again and I’ll soon change you back again. I think it inevitable that you will show signs of what you have endured, but darling I will be able to make you forget the horrors, won’t I? I’m sure I will, I just won’t let you remember. I shall only let you think of me, while you’re lying back in my arms. I shall be most hurt if you don’t think just about me. And Sally – oh she will give you joy, all being well, to hear her giggle, when she peeps under the table to say ‘Bo’. She can play all those games indefinitely.


        


      


    




    The separation was to continue. VE Day came and went without any news of when Gordon might be demobbed. He was suffering from anxiety and wrote on 16 June 1945:




    

      

        

          I’m in poor shape mentally where you are concerned, darling, as I am anxious about you and I can see no answer to it until we are reunited. All I can say darling is to remind you that the time is approaching when I can be with you and when we can face all these crises together. I don’t underrate the nervous strain under which we are living now – Indeed I recognize it to be a great danger to our health – but at the same time we must defeat it as we’ve defeated all the other strains.


        


      


    




    By September he was still abroad but they believed he would be home in weeks rather than months. Eve had moved house and was now planning for his actual return. In amongst all the excitement she wrote very perceptively about what was to come and how she had changed:




    

      

        

          . . . this rushing about I’ve done, this feverish sewing, is all for you. Amazing to think it’s the same man that I was getting ready for 7 years ago; but what a difference this time. There’s more depth in my feeling, we have Sally now, we’ve been through quite a lot, you so much more than me, we were almost children then, but it was very sweet. This time, oh I feel years older. I have got more confidence, but I’ve a certain feeling that it’s you who’s going to give me confidence when you come back, all being well. I know it because you are so sure of yourself now. Oh darling, honestly – together I have no fear of the future, with God’s help.


        


      


    




    Gordon Boxall was finally demobbed in November 1945 and the correspondence stops there with no reference to how life settled down after the war. One thing that was clear in the Boxall correspondence, which dates back to early 1943, was that one or other of them had censored the most intimate letters before they were given to the museum. They are nevertheless wonderful because they present both sides of the story and the reader is able to trace through the letters so many details about everyday life, about the development of the war, about the introduction of increasing restrictions and rationing and of course the relationship between Gordon and Eve.




    Another husband and wife exchange was written up into a wonderful memoir now in the IWM archives. In 1986 Diana Hopkinson wrote her story, with her husband’s agreement, using their vast correspondence of over 500 letters that they had written to each other between 1941 and 1944. David Hopkinson had strained at the marriage leash while he was living in the Middle East for three years and the memoir is an honest account of how she came to terms with his affairs.




    Diana and David had married before the war and in 1940 she was expecting their first child. ‘I lived in a curious betwixt and between world. A wife by courtesy of such few hours of freedom as the Army allowed David, a visitor in someone else’s house which freed me from those minor worries which at that stage of the war were all that rationing involved, and exempt from any of the women’s services because of my pregnancy. Privileged I might be, yet I was still adrift on currents of war which carried millions all over Europe into seas forlorn.’ David was in the army and his brother, Dick, in the RAF. Dick was shot down over Stavanger in Norway in July 1940:




    

      

        

          Thus we tasted the first bitterness of loss caused by a war in which it was still difficult wholly to believe. It was being said that this could not be a war of mass slaughter, like the last, and indeed the British losses never mounted to those catastrophic heights. But for us, this was the first of many sacrificial deaths amongst those dear and young. These losses have never ceased to be part of the life we subsequently lived. They left us totally bereft of our closest male friends, who never have been replaced.


        


      


    




    Diana’s son, Thomas, was born just before David left to go abroad. She was distraught with grief when he finally went. She packed up her possessions and prepared to move to her parents-in-law’s house in the country. As she tidied what he had left behind she was struck by how little he had taken with him: ‘It seemed to me that the personal possessions he had taken abroad were so minimal that he must be feeling as if he had shed his identity.’ For the next three years she had to survive on letters. There were times, she wrote, when she felt a profound and sometimes devastating loneliness. ‘The whole complicated pattern of messages which passed between us disturbed our sense of the sequence of events. A speedy aerograph would refer to the conclusion of some subject, long before we had received the letter which described its initiation. Time was stood on its head.’ In 1942 David had a severe bout of malaria, complicated by dysentery, and was in hospital for several weeks. Diana was distracted with worry for him and wept bitter tears into the blueberry jam she was boiling. Their letters at this time were full of anxiety about how their emotional life was on hold:




    

      

        

          If we had lived in happier times our love might have spread wider but not been more intense. I mean that separation, wars and troubles cannot affect in any way the strength we have through the depth of our love though at other times we might have been able to spread it more widely, to indulge it, to make other people feel the benefit of it. Now everything is intense – an iron ration of love to be lived in a confined space; to love is a deep well in a desert, an air-raid shelter in a town, not to wander across cliffs and meadows, but to keep a small bright fire alight and a jet of water at a hidden spring.
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