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  Editor’s Note




  Constance Miles wrote her diary as a series of journals, eleven in all, each of which covered three or four months of the thirty-seven for which she kept a record. She had her

  own typewriter but, no doubt for the sake of speed, she wrote mostly in longhand, sending each journal out to be typed up in the village and later bound. Her handwriting was not easy to read, and

  the original typescript includes a number of mistranscriptions which she subsequently crossed through and amended in pen. Some she misssed: her friend Bey Hyde, for example, is spelled

  ‘Bay’ throughout at least one of the later journals, and Eudo Andrews appears several times as Endo. The niece of old Mr Stevens is sometimes called Miss Stevens and sometimes Miss

  Scott. These, together with a couple of geographical errors and some muddled dates, have been corrected for this edition rather than reproduced verbatim.




  For much of the diary she referred to people by their initials. Thus her friends Bey and Barbara and her son Basil all appear at various times as ‘B’, and ‘Mrs R’ can be

  either Mrs Rapson or Mrs Rayne. As a general rule, where the person is known from the context I have named them in full to avoid confusion; or their identity, if less certain, has been suggested in

  footnotes. In some cases, however, it has not been possible to establish who the intial stands for.




  Forty pages of the original diary are missing, and what happened to them is not known. The typed pages are numbered in pencil, and page 535, which concludes the entry for 18 May 1940, belongs to

  the journal labelled by Connie ‘3A: 3 March – 20 May 1940’, while page 536 continues with the entry for 1 July and is marked, in type, in the top right-hand corner

  ‘B41’. We know that at one point she sent the journals to her stepmother in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, for safekeeping: it may be that these particular pages were lost in transit.




  The full diary runs to more than 1,800 pages of typescript and falls not far short of half a million words, which meant that far more material had to be cut than could possibly be included in

  this book. Much of what Connie recorded, however, consisted of newspaper articles or extracts from other accounts published during the course of the war. For copyright as well as editorial reasons

  it was a straightforward decision to exclude most of these and concentrate on her own words and impressions, allowing her wonderful and distinctive voice to shine through.




  However much we know about the Second World War, there is no substitute for reading about it in the words of those who lived through it. I live not far from Connie’s home village and know

  the district she writes about well, yet I Iearned a great deal from her diaries that was new to me, not only about the war on her Surrey doorstep but in its wider context.




  I am immensely grateful to Mary Wetherell, daughter of Connie’s younger son Basil, for access to her family photographs and to some of her family papers, including a memoir by

  Connie’s sister Mildred of her mother (Connie’s stepmother) and another about Mildred herself, along with some of Basil’s own wartime correspondence. Most helpful of all were the

  family memoirs that Connie wrote for her sons, which provided invaluable insight into her husband, Elystan (Robin) and into the Miles family, whose history is less in the public domain than that of

  Connie’s father William Robertson Nicoll, but is no less interesting.




  Spending several months in Connie’s company through her diary, it is impossible not to feel that I have got to know her. I only wish I could have met her, in order to

  have got to know this amazing woman better.
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  Introduction




  The small Surrey village of Shere nestles comfortably under the shoulder of the North Downs, midway between the towns of Guildford and Dorking. Nearby are the well-known beauty

  spots of Newlands Corner, where in 1926 Agatha Christie’s car was found abandoned, sparking a week-long police hunt for the missing writer, and the Silent Pool, where legend has it a

  woodcutter’s daughter once drew the attention of the future King John.




  To the west is the neighbouring village of Albury with its red-brick barley-twist chimneys, where the seventeenth-century diarist John Evelyn laid out the grounds and gardens of Albury Park.

  Eastward lie Gomshall and Abinger Hammer, where in 1909 the landmark clock on which Jack the Blacksmith strikes the hours was erected to commemorate the ancient iron industry of the Weald. South of

  Shere is Peaslake, and beyond that the heather and pines of the Surrey Hills; a district which, until the railways brought the Victorians to colonise its secluded slopes and valleys, was once a

  wild and lawless place, the haunt of smugglers and thieves.




  Shere itself sits prettily on the Tillingbourne river, its main street still lined with shops, its houses an eclectic mix of old half-timbered cottages and newer, more substantial stone-fronted

  villas. It seems an unlikely setting for a Second World War journal, let alone one which so vividly captures the daily struggles and hardships of living through the war years as does the diary of

  Constance Miles.




  When we think today of the home front in wartime Britain, we tend to call to mind images of bombed-out buildings in our major cities – London, Coventry, Glasgow, Swansea – or of

  stoical crowds sheltering in tube stations. But what Constance Miles (known to her family and friends throughout her life as Connie) does so powerfully in the journal she kept between August 1939

  and April 1943 is to show us that even in this relatively rural corner of the prosperous south-east, the impact of the war on ordinary people going about their daily lives could be both relentless

  and devastating.




  In any event, Shere was not so remote from the war as one might suppose. Surrey had long been designated a reception area for evacuees from London, and by the end of 1940 the population of the

  parish had effectively doubled, stretching both the ability of the village and its surrounding farms to accommodate the influx and the ability of its inhabitants to cope. Not only children but

  entire offices and even government departments were relocated to the countryside; and later in the war, once the air raids had begun in earnest, many of those whose London homes had been destroyed

  or who were fleeing the bombardment of the south coast ports sought refuge in Surrey’s towns and villages.




  Not that Surrey was safe from air attack, either. It lay beneath the flight path of the Luftwaffe raids on London, and not infrequently, random bombs fell, jettisoned by aircraft seeking to

  lighten their load and make their escape. Between the end of August and the end of November 1940, Connie records a long succession of nights disturbed by the constant drone of hundreds of planes

  overhead, and by the sound of detonations too close for comfort.




  On the night of Sunday 8 December, several incendiary bombs landed on the village, and Connie remarks on the many small fires that resulted. One fell on the family home of her daily help, whose

  account is both graphic and grimly comic: ‘Went through the roof, quite a small ’ole, slanted across to James’s bedroom, then made a bigger ’ole and . . . went through the

  scullery below.’




  Not all the bombs dropped on Surrey were incidental, although Connie quotes a German airman whose plane was brought down over Dorking in September 1940 as saying, ‘we had no intention of

  bombing Dorking. We did not know where we were.’ From 10 July until 31 October the Battle of Britain was fought in the skies above the south-east, as the Luftwaffe sought to disable the RAF.

  Airfields at Kenley and Croydon in the east of the county were targets, the latter being bombed on 15 August by planes which had been aiming for the former, with sixty-two civilian deaths. The

  Hawker Hurricane, the most successful RAF fighter aircraft of the war, was manufactured in Kingston upon Thames, then still very much part of Surrey, and assembled in the Hawker sheds at

  Brooklands, Weybridge. Wellington bombers were also designed and built at the Vickers Armstrong works at Brooklands, and on 4 September, after the Luftwaffe turned their attentions from airfields

  to aircraft factories, eighty-three people were killed and 419 injured in a raid on the Brooklands complex – the worst single incident of the Battle of Britain up to that time.




  Between June and October 1944, some 9,500 V-1 flying bombs – the infamous doodlebugs – fell on London and south-east England, before their launch sites in France and Belgium were

  destroyed. In total, wartime casualties in Surrey were second only to those in Kent among the southern counties, and more than double those of Sussex or Essex.1




  Troops were stationed all over the county. The army town of Aldershot lay on the other side of Guildford, just inside the Hampshire border, and at different times both Canadian and British

  soldiers were billeted at Netley Park, across the A25 from Shere. In the build-up to D-Day, thousands more Canadian troops were stationed in camps on the North Downs and on the Surrey commons,

  including Albury Heath, where General Montgomery addressed them before the Normandy invasion. Also in preparation for D-Day, the Dennis vehicle works at Guildford, six miles from Shere,

  manufactured Churchill tanks.




  Closer to home, the GHQ Stop Line, the main line of defence against a German land invasion, ran along the escarpment directly above the village, and the surrounding countryside positively

  bristled with defensive installations. Surrey stood squarely between the south coast and London, and in the summer of 1940, following the withdrawal of British forces from Dunkirk and the Fall of

  France, with Germany in full control of the continental Channel ports, an array of tank traps and machine-gun emplacements were built along rivers and railway embankments, at crossings and bridges

  and overlooking the junctions of lanes and tracks: wherever they might impede or prevent the passage of German forces. The Surrey Defences Survey, begun in 1989, estimates that there are still some

  2,000 such fortifications, the most visible being pillboxes and dragons’ teeth, remaining in the county’s woods and fields today.




  On 15 July, having been out to look at one concrete emplacement under construction, Connie writes, ‘We are trying to take in that we are in a village where a line of defence (is it for

  London?) nearly cuts into us’, commenting also that ‘We shall, I suppose, look back, if we are spared, on this time with amazement.’




  Connie decided to keep her diary before the war had fully begun, recording her opening entry on 24 August 1939, eight days before Germany invaded Poland and ten days before

  Britain and France declared war on 3 September. She broke off writing it in April 1941, resuming it in December of that year and maintaining it until 15 April 1943, when she gave it up for the

  second and final time.




  In the covering note she sent to the Imperial War Museum in 1947, she describes herself both as a housewife and a professional journalist. She was a published author, who had earned enough from

  her writing to put her two sons, Harry and Basil, through public school. She wrote children’s books under the pseudonym Marjory Royce, and, in her own name, articles and book reviews for a

  number of magazines. With her younger brother, Maurice, she wrote a novel, Lord Richard in the Pantry, which was later adapted as a stage play and was made into a film in 1930.




  Writing was in her blood. She was born Isa Constance Nicoll in 1881 in Kelso, Scotland, although her family moved to Hampstead in London when she was three years old. Her father was William

  Robertson Nicoll, a Scottish churchman and noted founder of two successful periodicals: the nonconformist British Weekly and The Bookman, a literary magazine whose contributors under

  his editorship included such luminaries as W. B. Yeats, Edward Thomas, G. K. Chesterton, Arthur Ransome and Hillaire Belloc. He was literary advisor to the publishers Hodder and Stoughton and knew

  many of their authors personally, amongst them Winston Churchill and J. M. Barrie. A staunch supporter of the Liberal party whose journalistic skills were particularly valued by Lloyd George, he

  was knighted in 1909 and made a Companion of Honour in 1921.




  Her mother Isa (Isabel) Dunlop, whom her father adored, loved music, especially Beethoven, and was an excellent pianist. Connie was thirteen when Isa died and fifteen when her father remarried,

  after two years of what his friends described as somewhat chaotic domestic arrangements. His second wife was Catherine Pollard (known as Katie, even after she became Lady Catherine Nicoll), a

  talented artist and illustrator whose work was published in magazines and books. Connie’s half-sister Mildred was born in 1898. Despite the sixteen years between them, she and Mildred were

  always close, as indeed she was to her stepmother, writing to her throughout her life and always calling her ‘Mother’. It was in this heady atmosphere, in which literature and politics

  were always under discussion, that Connie grew up. While she attended schools in Hampstead from the age of seven, her father also encouraged his children to educate themselves by reading widely.

  This was a habit that never left her. Years later, her granddaughter, Mary Wetherell, recalls that her abiding memory is of Connie always having a book beside her, or in her hand. In her diary,

  apologising for quoting at length from a book which had nothing to do with the war, Connie writes: ‘It may seem strange that I should copy this into a war diary, but I want it to be clear . .

  . that I got through the war as I did simply because I had this secret life of reading.’




  All three children inherited both their father’s love of the written word and his formidable work ethic. Maurice became a psychologist whose books included a multi-volume commentary on the

  work of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, which was considered for many years the authority on the subject. Mildred was an accomplished poet who wrote a series of articles for Homes and Gardens on

  family life in wartime, which subsequently grew into a novel, Family Postbag.




  In 1909 Connie married Elystan Miles, an officer in the Royal Artillery, and threw herself into the life of a soldier’s wife. Elystan served with distinction in the Great War, and was

  awarded the Military Cross for his actions at Ypres, where he commanded a Heavy Battery. Connie wrote in her family memoir that ‘that war period was the high spot of his life’. However,

  he was not entirely happy in his army career, being too keen to suggest improvements which were not always well received (a trait which remained in his later life, as Connie’s journal makes

  clear). In one report his superiors wrote: ‘this young officer is too fond of having new ideas’. And having attained the rank of major, he dreaded further promotion because, in

  Connie’s words, ‘a colonel had to be so much in his office, and Elystan hated paperwork.’




  He resigned his commission in 1920 and, with a timely legacy ‘from stormy Aunt Minnie’, he bought Plas Meon in Soberton, Hampshire, and set up a chicken farm. An outdoorsman by

  nature, he loved to be physically active and disliked spending time in towns, seldom accompanying Connie on her trips to London.




  In 1928 they moved to Shere, a village which Connie had known from childhood visits with her parents. They settled at Springfield, an imposing house set high above a sunken lane on the south

  side of the village, where Elystan kept himself busy with gardening and building, and Connie supplemented his army pension with her writing. Although well connected, they were not wealthy: they

  divided the house into two, living in the upstairs apartment and letting the downstairs to tenants to boost their income.
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      Connie as a young woman




      Photograph courtesy of Mary Wetherell
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      Elystan as a young man
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  Harry had been born in 1912 and Basil in 1914. Harry followed his father into the regular army, serving with the Loyal Regiment (North Lancashires) until he was diagnosed with ankylosing

  spondylitis, a potentially disabling bone disease. Invalided out in 1940, he emigrated to what was then called Rhodesia, where Elystan’s younger brother Bevis had a tobacco farm, and took no

  further active part in the war. Basil had not long qualified as a doctor when war broke out, and joined the Royal Army Medical Corps, serving first with the Royal Engineers and then with the Scots

  Greys in North Africa, where he was severely wounded on the first day of the Second Battle of El Alamein. The entries in which Connie writes about waiting for news of Basil, receiving conflicting

  messages and not knowing even if he was still alive are among the most immediate and moving in the diary. They grow increasingly brief and sporadic. At one point she says merely: ‘I cannot

  write much about this’, a reticence which, for someone who poured herself into her pages, itself speaks louder than words.




  At times Connie questioned her motives for keeping her journal. She told herself that it was for Harry and Basil, but more than likely she wrote in the main because she felt

  driven to do so. No other reason explains why she wrote well over 400,000 words, of which the present book represents a fraction. Writing for her was not just a means of earning a living. Words

  were both her solace and her passion. Contemplating the destruction of Paternoster Row in what came to be called ‘The Second Great Fire of London’ on 29 December 1940, she grieved for

  the lost works of the publishing houses which had stood there as much as for the more tangible wreckage of bricks and mortar, writing: ‘Five to six million books have perished. Oh, the brave,

  bright paper jackets, the lovely purple covers, the crisp, unopened pages, the quips and cranks, the love scenes and the thoughtful essays, the learned remarks, the verses and the valuable

  paragraphs, the pure new bindings in red and yellow, blue and mauve and olive green, the messages and signals to the human race that were embraced by the horrible flames!’




  Her own writing style is impressionistic, moving swiftly from one scene or thought to another; but what impressions they are. Remarks made almost in passing linger indelibly in the memory. In

  the freezing winter of January 1940, with fuel for heating already in short supply, Elystan sits ‘slowly knitting a khaki scarf with chilly fingers’. An anguished father whose son is

  reported missing in Singapore ‘strides about the countryside for hours to try and forget it’. In the village canteen, ‘at one table sits the Squire’s sister, very determined

  and ruthless under a blue hat, who kisses no-one, but does kiss her clever old black poodle.’ On a crowded railway train, a soldier switches his wireless set on, and the passengers are

  transported by the story of Grimalkin read out on Children’s Hour – only, being British, no one will admit to listening in.




  She has a gift for the sharp poetic phrase. She summarises the state of the nation in April 1941 as ‘the necessary machinery of a million households cracking’. Trying to forget the

  war for a moment in the glorious autumn of Netley Woods, she writes, ‘Walked with Basil to look at the beautiful and death-struck year.’ But she also has a fine ear for comic dialogue.

  On a bus, apropos of food shortages, she overhears one woman saying, ‘I had nothing in the house to give my husband yesterday, so he had vegetables. And do you know, in the evening, he was

  quite limp! Hadn’t had his proper dinner, you see.’




  Quite apart from her skill as a writer, the great value of her journal lies in her unusually wide acquaintance. Connie’s is not the only voice we hear. Her network of

  correspondents sent a constant stream of letters from all over the country, which kept her – and keep us – informed of events outside the confines of Shere. Letters were vitally

  important, not just for contact but as a means of emotional support, and many are revealing as to their writers’ states of mind.




  She had friends or family in Canada, the USA, the Netherlands, France, in Africa and Singapore, so we also have snapshots of what was happening overseas. A refugee tells of a narrow escape from

  the Germans advancing on Paris. Letters from the USA reveal the deep divisions between those who felt that America was morally bound to join the war and those who believed that she should not.

  Before the war, Connie had friends in Germany, too, with whom Basil stayed while he was at medical school in Tübingen, near Stuttgart. Much as she loathed Hitler and all he stood for, she

  writes of her concern for the Von Brunn family, even though their son had joined the Hitler Youth.




  She is accustomed to being on first-name terms with public figures. She lunches with Montgomery’s sister; discusses Churchill with William Nicholson, celebrated painter; chats with the

  vice-president of the Stock Exchange, who happens to live nearby. But she is equally at home in the local workers’ cottages, the ease with which she moves between these two very different

  worlds reflecting the makeup of rural Surrey in the 1940s, where the Stockbroker Belt and the old farmworkers’ families whose roots on the land went back generations still lived side by

  side.




  She read the newspapers daily and listened avidly to the radio, quoting Churchill’s speeches one moment and German propaganda broadcasts the next, reporting news from Finland or Greece as

  much as from the home front, recording a kaleidoscope of views and reactions from the highest decision makers to – literally – the man or woman in the street.




  Two voices in particular add their own distinctive character to the diary. One is that of Elystan, whose wonderfully pithy and caustic remarks punctuate it for all the world like a kind of

  one-man Greek chorus. The other is that of May Browne, later May Sinclair, Connie’s closest friend, whose several roles as a shopkeeper, an ATS instructor and a manager at the BBC make her a

  kind of Everywoman whose comments Connie valued above almost anyone else’s.




  When Connie began her journal, Britain had been making preparations for the outbreak of war for some time. Regulations and training concerning Air Raid Precautions had been in

  force since 1937. Plans to evacuate London children to rural enclaves were first put in place in September 1938, and local volunteers, of whom Connie’s downstairs tenant, Madge Davidson, was

  one, were actively engaged in finding billets. This was no easy task, since, as Connie succinctly explains: ‘The women of England [were] depressed to death at the prospect of the shared

  kitchen and the children unknown.’




  The promise of peace brokered by Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain in Munich in September 1938, which enabled Hitler to annexe the Czech Sudetenland unopposed, had already proved hollow when

  Germany occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. Several families in and around Shere were hosting Czech refugees who had fled the invasion, so the village was well informed about the

  threat of Nazi aggression.




  Yet the sense of shock when war was declared is clear, as is the extent to which people were not in fact prepared. From its opening lines, the overwhelming impression we get from the first few

  entries in the journal is of confusion amplified by fear, and the sense that what people were dreading was not the prospect of war itself so much as the disruption it brought with it.




  Certainly the popular image of everyone pulling together was not much in evidence during those first few months. The so-called Phoney War, in which neither side ventured a major land or air

  offensive while shipping losses mounted, lasted well into the spring of 1940. People were edgy, disquieted, waiting for something to happen and deeply unsure what was going on. Everyone had

  something to complain about, from the shopkeepers struggling to deal with the bureaucracy of rationing to the tensions between the evacuees and their hosts. (‘Shan’t we be glad to get

  out of this blinking house!’ chant two small boys at one of Connie’s friends.) On 3 October, Connie writes: ‘What shall we be like at the end of the war? Poor, and . . .

  quarrelling among ourselves.’




  The German invasions of Norway and Denmark in April and the Netherlands and Belgium in May brought the Phoney War to an end. On 13 April, Connie writes that ‘the war is now on our

  doorsteps’; and on 18 May, that she had ‘never felt so acutely a sense of impending disaster’. Watching a cricket match on the village green, she warns: ‘I sometimes think

  we deserve to lose this war. Boys of twenty-six are not yet called up. A look of infinite boredom breaks over many faces when Robin urges that trenches should be dug . . .’2




  Two months later, France had fallen, the air war had intensified and, with the Battle of Britain, the conflict began in earnest for those at home. On 10 September, three days after the start of

  the Blitz, she writes: ‘Various men and women with suitcases appeared in the village today, trying for rooms. They have been bombed out of their homes.’




  Gradually, the unthinkable becomes commonplace. The famous Blitz spirit comes to the fore as ordinary men and women are called upon to make extraordinary efforts, and step up to the plate. The

  fear of invasion, while Hitler abandoned his initial plans in September, did not diminish for many months. The government was still issuing instructions about what to do in such an event in March

  1941, at which point Connie was keeping a backpack by the door in case they should have to leave home at a moment’s notice. Food becomes a constant concern – the sheer grind of

  obtaining it, stretching out rations, never knowing from day to day what the shops might have in stock. The litany of losses grows longer, too, until almost everyone Connie knows has lost a son, a

  husband, a brother, a cousin, a friend.




  But perhaps the most poignant and least familiar aspect of her account is the amount of peripheral suffering caused indirectly by the war: the loss not of homes or lives but of livelihoods,

  hopes and dreams. Tradesmen and craftsmen – the gardener, the chef, the piano tuner – lost work because their clients had moved to safer districts, or else no longer required or could

  not afford their services. Those whose premises were wrecked by bombs lost everything. Small businesses suffered terribly, owing to either lack of supplies, lack of customers or having all their

  staff called up; and sometimes, as with May Browne’s shop, a combination of all three. Connie’s hairdresser had put all her savings into her one shop and has to try and keep it solvent

  entirely alone, with no assistants. Another woman, who had built up a small successful school, finds herself homeless and jobless at forty-five, her life’s work gone. There was no financial

  safety net or support for those who found themselves in such circumstances, other than friends or charity; or, for those who were totally destitute, poor relief.




  Life was altered not just for individuals but for the country as a whole; and reading the journal one gets a real sense of the changes the war was bringing. Domestic service for middle-class

  families vanished almost overnight as women of working age were called up for war work, and many often elderly people found that they had to clean and cook for themselves for the first time. Young

  women took on many roles, from offices to factories, which had not been open to them before, prompting Connie to comment that ‘girls are the gainers in this war’.




  Wondering what sort of world the younger generation would inherit when it was over, she followed the debate that led eventually to the formation of the National Health Service and the welfare

  state. Towards the end of the journal, in March 1943, she recounts a conversation in which a mechanic says to Elystan that the changes must come, or there will be revolution; to which he replies

  that ‘life in this country after the war will not be Paradise’. Connie herself was greatly in favour of universal health care, but was cautious enough to hope that the government would

  not promise ‘all sorts of impossible things’.




  Meantime, however, in April 1941, she was one of many who were struggling to meet the demands of increased income tax. Needing to economise, she decided that she could no longer afford to buy

  the paper she needed to keep the journal. On 18 April, the day after a long and particularly evocative entry in which she recorded a visit to London and the effects of the damage wrought by the

  Blitz, she put it aside.




  During the eight months for which she was silent, the war became a conflict on a truly global scale. In June, Germany invaded Russia. By late autumn, Japan was threatening both

  British and US interests in south-east Asia, and on 8 December, following the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, America entered the war.




  Connie resumed her journal on 17 December 1941, writing: ‘The news is, as I begin again, quite bad . . . We are delighted with the Libyan and the Russian front, but anxious, very anxious,

  about Hong Kong and even more about Singapore.’ But, she says, ‘The spirit of the people, as I find it in my little circle (stretching from the north of Scotland to the west of England)

  is calm and patient and unmoved. Yes, the outlook is hopeful, in spite of everything.’




  Soon, however, the tone is different, as almost immediately things grow grimmer, and two days later she writes that ‘Christmas is indeed subdued. I never remember a Christmas so sombre,

  and with so slight an air of festivity.’ On Christmas Day itself, hearing that Hong Kong was about to fall, she writes sadly of her great friends the Eustaces, ‘Every penny they had was

  invested in Hong Kong and Shanghai. He is white-haired, but will have to find a job.’




  The sense of endurance is palpable. On 3 January her friend Rachel writes, ‘I’m afraid I don’t even feel any delight in thousands of Germans being done in. We can only drift

  on, just snatching at passing happiness, and doing any kindness we can along the way.’ On 23 February May Sinclair writes, ‘Do you have a horrible feeling that nothing will ever be the

  same again? One will never just be quite pleased with life . . . Just as you are going to enjoy it, a memory of this horror will come like a cloud over the sun. More and more I feel I’d like

  to go and live, afterwards, somewhere that doesn’t remind me of post-war England.’ Connie herself wrote, also in February: ‘I place it on record calmly and gravely that this stage

  of the war is the worst that we have gone through.’




  It is easy to understand why they should have felt so pessimistic in 1942. The Germans were sweeping triumphantly across Russia. Rommel was pushing forward in the deserts of North Africa, where

  each hard-won Allied success was followed by a series of reverses. News from the Far East, where Japan was in the ascendent, was unremittingly bleak.




  By Thursday, 2 July, ‘one of the blackest days of the war’, Connie was close to despair, writing: ‘We have been making Crusader tanks, which are no use; we have not yet put a

  big anti-tank gun into production. Nor have we dive-bombers. The muddle seems ghastly. And our men are fighting what may be a decisive battle now in the Egyptian heat, under a sultry sky,

  out-gunned, out-tanked. I cannot think, taking it all in – the fall of Sebastopol, and the fact that we are fighting against heavy odds in Libya – that we can ever have so black

  a day again.’




  But even at her lowest ebb, she never loses hope. On 18 July she writes that she is ‘sick with fear . . . really shivering with vague, sharp apprehension’, and on 20 July that the

  news is ‘appallingly serious about Russia. They are yielding town after town’. Then on 21 July, as though to rally herself, she writes firmly: ‘I don’t think I convey enough

  in these pages my belief that We Shall Win.’




  Connie made no bones about how hard she and others found the war years. Yet, having stared at the prospect of defeat through those darkest months, she ends her diary on a more

  optimistic note. Two events in particular signified, in late 1942 and early 1943, that the balance of the war was tipping at last in the Allies’ favour: the eventual victory at El Alamein,

  which changed the course of the conflict in North Africa, and the epic Russian defence of Stalingrad, which not only halted the German advance but broke their aura of invincibility.




  Perhaps that was also why she stopped abruptly in April 1943, with no explanation other than that she did not want to stay in and write while the sun was shining. On some deep level, feeling

  more confident now of the future, she no longer felt the need to take refuge in her writing.




  She was a harsh critic of her own work. Her difficulty was that she did not know what to include in her journal and what to leave out. She herself says, ‘So much came my way.’

  Overwhelmed by the weight of the events she was recording, she did not have either the time or the inclination to edit what she wrote. Consequently, when she did read over her journal, she was

  disappointed with it, judging it too disjointed and too full of ephemera to stand the test of time. She could not see the value of it as we can now from a distance of seventy years, or recognise

  what gems it contains, illuminating the mood of wartime Britain as surely and as precisely as the searchlights that ranged to and fro across the skies.




  Fortunately for those of us who now have the privilege of reading her diary, she chose despite her doubts to send it to the Imperial War Museum, adding to it a modest note in which she

  concludes: ‘I guess that I have done enough and said enough to show what war days were in 1939, 40, 41, 42, 43.’




  Indeed she has.




  S. V. Partington, June 2013
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      Constance Miles, circa 1920




      Photograph courtesy of Mary Wetherell


    


  




  



  




  




  Springfield




  Shere




  nr Guildford




  October 1947




  This journal was kept by Constance Miles, wife of retired Major Elystan Miles, late RA, living in their own house, in the top of two flats, downstairs the Misses Davidsons,

  friends and tenants, who went off to Scotland for a time. Mrs Miles is a professional journalist; daughter of the famous editor the late Sir William Robertson Nicoll, who founded the British

  Weekly and The Bookman among other periodicals and was in close touch with many well known people of his time. Mrs Miles originally wrote the journal for the benefit of her two children,

  one of whom, Harry, lives in Rhodesia, invalided out of the Regular Army (Loyals), and Dr Basil Miles, medical officer in the war, of the Royal Engineers and eventually the Scots Greys, dangerously

  wounded at El Alamein, where the Greys were in the forefront of the battle. This copy of the journal is offered to the Imperial War Museum, with the reminder that the writer was aged fifty-eight, a

  housewife in a pretty Surrey village. May it be of some use some day!




  



  




  PART ONE




  August 1939 to April 1941




  



  




  

    

      [image: ]



      Elystan Miles (Robin) circa 1914




      Photograph courtesy of Mary Wetherell


    


  




  



  




  1939




  Thursday, 24 August




  Here I am, sitting alone in the library at 8.10 p.m. Robin is wandering about the garden; the dug-out is not finished. Today the news is very bad. ‘We are,’ says Mr

  Chamberlain, ‘in imminent peril of war.’ Nobody seems to be happy any more. It was rather dreadful to see the people at Woolworths struggling around the curtain hook counter to buy

  apparatus for their dark draperies. I bought various wrong things in haste, and also had great difficulty in getting some cold ham at the equally crowded grocers. It was thronged with worried

  women, trying at the last moment to lay in things.




  Miss Sandworth, a fine old woman, tells me she has a class of thirty Czech refugees who are learning English. The men have all been helping with the hay harvest. Her friend Fred Pethick Lawrence

  has been trying to get the authorities to allow the Czechs to do a bit of work, and to slacken the regulations against it.3




  The wireless has just said, speaking of football: ‘Let us hope the crisis will pass, and the grand old game be more popular than ever.’




  I feel there is no hope left – and that we are in for the most terrible years.




  Basil is at Netley,4 Harry at Singapore. What will become of them?




  I have none of the happy conviction with which I went into the last war.




  Saturday, 26 August




  A hot, fearfully sunny day. The news is vague. Aeroplanes roar over. Bey Hyde comes in to ask me if she can put through a trunk call to Leamington Spa. She tells me she has lost

  her job through all this, at her fashionable town school. She must find another pensionable job.




  I, lightly: ‘Oh, you will join the Women Terriers?’5




  Bey: ‘One-and-six a day! No thanks.’6




  Later on in the bank a young cashier like a half-fledged sparrow advises a brand new customer: ‘If we close at the outbreak of war, it is only for, say, a day.’




  ‘I should like to cash some money. Ought I to do it today?’ she asks.




  I intervene to tell her that the moratorium before the last war was for four days and I advise her to get money now.




  The maid Nancy’s wedding is postponed. Her Argyll and Sutherland7 can’t get leave from Fife. The wedding cake is finished and is iced, the

  pale blue dress ready. Poor Nancy.




  Tuesday, 29 August




  I have forgotten what it is like to read a book. I am glad to work and to think; think hard of how to go through each day.




  Nancy’s fiancé is guarding the Tay bridge. Her wedding cake, really a lovely one framed in sugar lilies, is being stored at the Guildford bakers till the wedding can take place.




  Barbara8 writes: ‘I notice, talking to people here, that everyone seems very tired and sleepy in the daytime, and wakeful at night, and that seems

  to me to be the sort of natural adjustment in anticipation of things to come.’




  She tells a story of an old maid in her village who was overheard talking to herself. ‘Hitler thinks he’ll get everything (stamps her foot) but he won’t. I’ll see he

  doesn’t.’




  Wednesday, 30 August




  The little dark-eyed would-be bride is going about her work rather sadly today, with a wistful look. However, there seems a slightly hopeful pause in the Germans’

  onslaught. Why does it not all begin?




  I hear that a certain lady here is offering dachshund puppies for nothing. There was quite a serious letter in The Times yesterday from a famous author, begging people not to be unkind to

  German dogs!




  I feel so exhausted I can hardly write this, and it is hot again. I can see on the allotments little groups of men talking interminably about Adolf.




  Ella McR. writes that 1,600 children from Glasgow are being evacuated there, and she is to have four girls. But nobody in these factory towns is thinking much about it. The women of England are

  depressed to death over the idea of the shared kitchen, and the children unknown. I saw Miss B. this morning, who confessed she had agreed to nothing more than two teachers in her little, comfy

  square house with its Chippendale chairs and soft pink carpets, and her old brown and white cups. She ‘could never afford to get together such things again if the marauding mob broke them

  up’, and seems to see a vision of lonely old age ‘in a back attic room, if crowds come down and storm us’.




  The sky is rosy, and pale brooding grey clouds are over Netley Park,9 where the mansion is being got ready for the refugee babies and mothers.




  Thursday, 31 August




  Just heard that the evacuation of children is to begin tomorrow. Seventy are to arrive by buses here about 10.30. The evacuation notices are most inappropriately given out by

  BBC young men, who know little what despair enters the hearts of various women expecting the strangers and afraid to have them. Men just haven’t the foggiest.
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      The Ministry of Health produced a series of emotive appeals in English and Welsh newspapers, asking for people to take in evacuees.




      Photograph © IWM PST15108


    


  




  All hope of peace seems gone tonight. The Reserves are called up – every category. Only my old man remains, a trained soldier of many years service, peacefully smoking his pipe, and

  bricklaying his dugout.




  We have shrunk into three rooms now, and the bedrooms are all ready for the refugees who with admirable sangfroid refrain from coming.




  A cordial invitation to come down to Picket Post, where the hundred windows of the school have all dark blinds.10 One longs for friends at this

  dreadful hour; dear friends to be close at hand.




  Robin calls me. ‘Come and listen!’ I fly in, to hear a long set of Hitler’s conditions and terms for Poland. The first is the unconditional surrendering of Danzig. We are

  surprised, and there is no explanation. Go to sleep feeling that this is unsatisfactory.




  Friday, 1 September




  The morning papers tell us that these terms were submitted to Poland very hurriedly, and without adequate time for the wretched country to cope with them. Robin strolls down the

  village at ten a.m. and returns to say that he hears that Germany has begun hostilities in Poland. I can hardly believe it. I sit at my writing-table trying to fill up income tax forms, and

  I accept the announcement with incredulity.




  Later it dawns on me, and the first sensation is that of intense relief. Hitler must be shown that his policy is a menace. I think immediately of my sons, of Harry and Basil.
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      Harry (standing) and Basil as schoolboys




      Photograph courtesy of Mary Wetherell


    


  




  I write at 9.30 at night on the most fateful evening. We are blacked out, seriously and properly tonight, and it’s very sultry, and hard to bear the closely-pulled curtains. The BBC is

  instructing Terriers to report immediately.




  One hundred children arrived here at one, instead of ten a.m., and were duly sorted. Fancy, old Mrs C. takes ten in her large empty house at the top of the hill. The children are very popular

  – Nancy is delighted with three little brothers parked on her mother. They hailed a worm in the garden by a delighted and awed exclamation: ‘Coo! See that snake!’




  Saturday, 2 September




  Madge this morning went to the school at nine and filled the Girl Guides’ palliasses with straw from Netley barn, and motored round, distributing blankets to cottages that

  had not a supply. Then a consignment of mothers and babies arrived, and were carted about and dolloped quite correctly, according to plan.




  This afternoon my boarders called from London to tell me that their Harley Street house is much disturbed, as all the specialists are getting attached to hospitals and will not be using their

  consulting rooms in the West End. One great man said he just couldn’t pay his quarter’s rent as his patients wouldn’t pay up. I fear Joan will lose very heavily on this house of

  hers, which she has on lease from the Crown and pays for through specialists’ rents.11




  A peaceful hush lies over all England. It seems incredible that we should have to leave our gardens, full of the dying fires of red phlox and yellow rudbeckia, to listen to this string of

  injunctions from the BBC about lighting restrictions, conscription and so on.




  Dr S. came to see Edie last night, and said: ‘Oh, I’ve had a jolly day, finishing up with sacking the cook. I found that she had been calling the Austrian housemaid “You dirty

  German”, so I said “You’ll pack up your things NOW and go.”’




  Basil wrote that he could not get away from Netley, and asked us to send his gas mask.




  Warsaw has been bombed six times today.




  Sunday, 3 September. Outbreak of War




  The Prime Minister, in the most delightfully English voice, told us just after eleven that we were at war.




  It seems incredible! As I write, the sad day has gone by. The evening sun is glowing on the garden, and Edie’s border shows her marigolds still beautifully fresh and golden. The low voices

  of the tenants, one of them the exhausted billeter, float up.12 Robin is round at a cottage getting quarters for Hoffman’s car. Our visitors arrive

  tomorrow. For how long?




  Early this morning Madge reported that news had come from London that a great increase in the billeting lists was expected, and that compulsory billeting must begin at once. She asked me to go

  and watch over a tearful neighbour, an old widow, solitary in a large house, frightened of what might be coming to her.




  Robin and I went in a hurry over to the loft; he said that ten soldiers might be billeted there comfortably. Who was to move the billiard table? ‘Easily done,’ was his calm

  reply.




  How one longs for all this NOT to have happened at this deceiving time of year! In no time the autumn winds will be howling and sobbing and moaning about, and we shall be darkening windows

  early. I wish this whole house were let to some reliable people, that the tenants were safe in Grantown, that Robin and I were safe in Rhynie, he tilling the land, and I with Mildred13 and the twins, brushing up my knowledge in a calmer air.




  Aeroplanes drone by all day long, all night long.




  My neighbour, Mrs F., says a blazing light comes from my window. This is terrible! I thought it was perfectly screened. Robin is going round to gaze tonight. I have a baby bulb above my head,

  tiny, so that I can just read. I think it must be the moon on the glass.




  The King spoke on the radio, curiously slow and sad and with much lack of vitality. Better far that the Queen had spoken.




  I dread tomorrow, with all its guests and adjustments. How I wish I were near some friend I really love just now. The children from town are not coming till late, so the village hall is rapidly

  prepared. I go past, and see mattresses and blankets airing outside. Many Londonish figures go by pushing prams, and the cottagers are well pleased with their guests, and reckon to make money out

  of the eight-and-sixpence each. One of our greatest women authorities on Africa sits checking in allowances at the school. What this war is going to cost the country! Mothers get five shillings a

  week allowance and three shillings for each child, and free billets.




  Monday, 4 September




  Today came news of a ship torpedoed going to Montreal. The Athenia.14




  H. and M. arrived hot and tired about teatime. They had been up two hours last night owing to an air raid signal; it was a false alarm. No raids here yet, and the village is dreaming in quiet

  apparently. But inside Drydown House Mrs C. must be contending with her ten children. ‘I took too much on, Mrs Miles,’ said the gallant old lady, pounding up the long sunny hill

  today.
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