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  Introduction




  ‘Soldiers, like the rest of us, fall in love. Throughout history and according to the conventions of the time, soldiers have flirted with, dated, or courted a partner. In

  some ways, it can be much easier to meet a sweetheart as a soldier than a civilian; soldiers travel across the globe and meet all sorts of people. In other ways, being a soldier can make meeting

  and settling down with someone much harder. In addition, a relationship with a serving soldier naturally brings concern for their safety. Despite the difficulties, however, relationships flourish.

  Some remain casual, but others ultimately lead to an engagement, marriage and a life together.’




  This encapsulation of the soldier’s romantic experience appeared on the first panel of the National Army Museum’s exhibition Wives and Sweethearts: Love on the Front Line,

  which opened on 14 February 2011 in the presence of Dame Vera Lynn, the Forces’ sweetheart par excellence. Gratifyingly, the exhibition proved a great success, and it therefore

  seemed a natural next step to create a permanent record of some of its content, this book being the result.




  All the stories chosen for inclusion are drawn exclusively from letters and diaries held within the National Army Museum’s archives. Where stories are carried over from the exhibition they

  have been considerably amplified, allowing the trajectory of an attachment to become more readily apparent. Other stories, entirely new to the public, have been extracted from the archives and

  added to the book afresh. This broader sweep means that one can now read about the romantic tribulations of both the highest in the land and the lowest, from Edward Prince of Wales to the humblest

  private soldier.




  Given that much of the book relates to the First World War, it is appropriate it should be published in 2014, the centenary of the war’s outbreak. While much ink will no doubt be expended

  analysing the wider historical significance of the conflict, it is often good at such a time to step back and consider the human dimension to great events; not in terms of the suffering inseparable

  from strife but from the more uplifting perspective of love and romance. Even in wartime, aspects of normal life had to continue, and nothing is more normal than for a man and a woman – or,

  in this case, a soldier and a woman – to fall in love, continue in love, or maybe simply to seize the moment.




  The letters that feature in this book have been selected to represent as broad a cross-section as possible of the British soldier’s interaction with the women in his life. All the major

  theatres of war are covered and each individual story placed in a chronological framework, enabling the reader to gauge how the character of relationships changes as the First and Second World Wars

  progress. For example, it is altogether redolent of a vanished age to realize how the marital status of the full-time regular soldier of 1914 was governed, for officers at least, by the old army

  adage that ‘subalterns may not marry, captains might marry, majors should marry, and lieutenant-colonels must marry’. As a consequence, marriage was delayed until promotion had been

  achieved, and the senior officers who feature in the early part of the book tended to possess much younger wives. For the latter, as we will see, an army marriage often took on the quality of a

  condominium: they maintained a keen interest in their husband’s career, fulfilled a role within the regiment looking after the welfare of soldiers’ wives, were a sounding board for

  professional grievances and provided a valued support in times of acute stress.




  For other-rank soldiers, before the First World War early marriage had also been discouraged; they needed to have reached maturity and demonstrated ‘steadiness’ before the army would

  give any union its blessing. This meant that some soldiers who were marching to war in 1914 delayed marriage until their forties; while a few, as in one instance recounted in this book, created

  considerable difficulties for themselves by attempting to hide the fact that they were married at all.




  Nevertheless, the surge of voluntary enlistment, which expanded the army to a hitherto undreamt-of size, and the subsequent introduction of conscription in January 1916, changed everything. The

  army’s ranks were filled with five million civilians in uniform, serving for the duration of the war only. These were mostly young men, debating whether it was better to marry their

  sweethearts now or to wait until the war was over. Teddy and Molly Murphy had this discussion. So too did Sid Edwards and Kiddie Goodall. With death an ever-present possibility, the combat

  soldier’s eternal conundrum remained the same: whether it was better to delay marriage and avoid the risk of leaving one’s loved one a widow, or to marry immediately and have – as

  an optimist would put it – something to live for instead.




  As the First World War continued, the insatiable demands of the army for more recruits meant that, from May 1916, married men as well as bachelors were conscripted. For the likes of William

  Harper, caught up in the widening net, the hardships of the trenches made them appreciate family life all the more. Where there were children involved, there is often an added poignancy to the

  correspondence, even more so when the letters themselves were addressed to a child. Such letters, as readers will discover, invariably prove charming, in spite of the often trying circumstances

  under which they were written.




  Many letters in this book were written at times of danger, and we cannot deny the frisson that this gives us when we read them; love letters written by those in other walks of life seem tame by

  comparison. Most powerful of all are the ‘last letters’ to be read in the event of death. Fortunately, neither of the two examples included here were needed for that purpose, but there

  are instances where wives and fiancées did hear the worst, and these cases are never anything but moving.




  On other occasions, wives and sweethearts endured the suspense of being out of contact with their soldier loves for prolonged periods. Sometimes not knowing what fate had befallen them was

  almost as bad as hearing the worst. This was particularly the case after Japan entered the Second World War in 1941; the war in the Far East was inherently remote, and with British troops mounting

  a desperate defence in Singapore and Burma news, as Margaret Newman back in England discovered, was doubly hard to come by. But while the retreat through Burma proved exacting enough for her

  husband Harold, for others captured at Singapore the nightmare was only just beginning. The prisoner of war experience constitutes a whole sub-section of soldiers’ letters, and for those like

  Ted Senior and Alan Glendinning, who both endured extreme privation at the hands of the Japanese, solace was sought in writing poetry, recollecting past happiness with their loved ones, and looking

  forward with eager anticipation to their reunion.




  When the Second World War began in 1939, Britain was a very different society to what it had been twenty-five years before at the commencement of the First. The status of women, in particular,

  had been transformed, a process that Reg Bailey had jokingly commented upon to Hilda Gower when he heard in 1918 that they had received the vote. By the Second World War, soldiers’

  sweethearts like Valerie Erskine Howe and Joan Pendlebury were often themselves in uniform as members of the Auxiliary Territorial Service. This assertion of independence meant that men like Len

  Fletcher could not now expect their wives to sit moping at home while they were away for years on end; nonetheless, the freedom that Susan Fletcher enjoyed in her social life caused Len untold

  anguish as he came to realize the temptations being dangled in front of her.




  For such reasons, the fear of infidelity raised its head to a greater extent during the Second World War. The presence of American troops in the United Kingdom did not help; Britain felt almost

  like a country under occupation and its womenfolk’s heads seemed in danger of being turned. Nazi propaganda gleefully seized upon the resentment felt towards American GIs by some British

  soldiers serving overseas. This though was simply a reversal of what the British soldier himself had experienced in the past, when he was the one who went to foreign countries and, on occasion,

  enjoyed himself with the locals. Moreover, there were echoes of this in the experiences of Tony Upfill-Brown and Cecil May in liberated Belgium, and of Nigel Gunnis in Romania. Romances ‘in

  theatre’, however, were not going to be written about in letters to sweethearts at home – if there was one – so these are documented in diaries such as Cecil May’s or,

  perhaps surprisingly, in letters to soldiers’ mothers.




  Some letters written by soldiers in action reveal traces of a knight errant complex, in which deeds are dedicated to the warrior’s inamorata. John Rhodes considered the fact that he was

  ‘an A1 man’ and first-line combatant nothing less than his beloved deserved; while Peter Robinson professed that his award of the Military Medal had been inspired by his sweetheart.




  However, it was under just these sorts of circumstances that soldiers risked becoming too intense, alienating the women to whom they wrote. It is striking that the most passionate letters, full

  of high-blown sentiments, often appear to have proved counterproductive. Indeed, so extreme and unexpected were the infatuated soldiers’ declarations that in two instances included here they

  seem almost to have created an allergic reaction, the objects of veneration not only rejecting their suitors but never getting married at all.




  Consequently, for those who may look for romantic inspiration within these pages, the message perhaps should be that humour is the best tactic. Reg Bailey’s letters are self-deprecating

  and tongue-in-cheek throughout, but he gets the girl in the end. Similarly, May Utton’s comic postcards, embellished with cheeky messages, are immensely appealing and provide an object lesson

  in how to keep fresh a relationship when someone is hundreds of miles away. Most tellingly of all though, Valerie Erskine Howe’s distinctive humour persuaded Anthony Ryshworth-Hill that he

  should marry her.




  It is fitting to conclude this Introduction on an upbeat note if only because, more by accident than design, and in spite of occasional misunderstandings, the sentiment expressed by the old

  saying amor vincit omnia (‘love conquers all’) emerges intact – if somewhat battered – in the pages that follow. The validity of this observation is perhaps

  confirmed by the fact that only in a single instance, because of the story’s sensitivity, has it been deemed advisable to change the names of the principals concerned.














  [image: ]
















  EDWARD AND ETHIE DE SALIS
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  When Great Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914, joining the European conflagration that became known as the First World War, the mobilization of its small regular

  army to the Continent proceeded smoothly: pre-war staff planning had been excellent. At Mons on 23 August the 80,000 men of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), led by Sir John French,

  encountered the German First Army, swinging through Belgium in an endeavour to outflank the defences of Britain’s ally, France. Although the initial German assault was checked, the danger of

  being overwhelmed by superior numbers meant the BEF had to retreat. That this retirement was then successfully accomplished – largely due to the efforts of General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien of

  II Corps – was hailed as a triumph. Among those back in England who thought so was Emily Ethel ‘Ethie’ de Salis. In 1902 she had married the then newly promoted 28-year-old

  Captain Edward de Salis of the Worcestershire Regiment, quickly proving herself the perfect army wife. Interested in her husband’s career and anticipating, twelve years later, that a short

  European war – the common view was that it would be over by Christmas – would lead to his advancement, she wrote to Edward from Tidworth on 2 October 1914, informing him how she was

  keeping abreast of war news through the pages of the Daily Mail, and confided her expectation that the pressure exerted on the Germans by Britain’s ‘hairy hatted’ Russian

  allies, as well as Britain’s own Indian Army (the ‘Sons of Ind’), would lead to speedy victory:




  ‘Yours of the 25th just come. You write me a splendid description of the great retirement. By Jove it ought to be painted. I wonder if you know – that retreat

  was considered one of the finest things our Army has ever done! They say no other troops in the world could have done it, and it was largely effected by the moral effect you had on the

  Germans and their dislike of meeting you at close quarters with cold steel. What Sir J. French said in his dispatch about S. Dorrien was small to what S. D. said about you all, in a letter to his

  wife. He said no troops but British could have stood what you did. That his divisions had pulled him out of what looked like inevitable disaster by courage, endurance, and initiative and you had

  done what he thought at the time was a human impossibility. I am following the campaign in the Daily Mail and keeping it all for you to read when you come home. As I told you before, we

  are kept in the dark – and only the most obvious news given. The Casualty list is not to be trusted ever and we have to go largely by intuition and knowing what is going on. You are

  well on the road to victory now and I am just waiting for the conflict in which our “hairy hatted” allies and our “Sons of Ind” are to take part. After that I expect to hear

  you are marching on Berlin! I expect it will be many months before we see one another again. Meantime you are doing your work for the King and Country and I am doing mine!’




  Ethie’s own work for king and country was to perform a pastoral role within her husband’s regiment, looking after the welfare of the wives of other-rank soldiers.

  On 7 September, just as the successful French and British counterattack against the Germans was commencing on the River Marne, Edward still found time to write to her with advice: ‘If you

  have any more trouble over the women write to Lady Smith-Dorrien. I understand she is running a fund and Miss Delmé Ratcliffe is Sec of it. We sent a sub of £25 before we left . . . as

  for other Regts giving their married people money to carry on with, we hadn’t a sou in our Canteen Fund.’




  Ethie replied cheerfully, reassuring Edward that the situation at the barracks at Tidworth was in hand: ‘All the women are in their own homes now except Mrs Jarmold – her little

  son aged 5 days was born in hospital here and I am responsible for seeing her safely conveyed home. It has been a tremendous business looking after them . . .’ She makes a

  curious observation about the wartime birth rate: ‘Not a single girl baby has been born in the garrison since the declaration of war! Several infants have been born –

  officers’ sons, and soldiers’, but all boys! Everyone is much struck by the fact.’
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    Ethie to Ted, 2 October 1914.
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    Ted to Ethie, 8 October 1914.


  




  On 8 October, Edward began a long letter to his wife by marking their wedding anniversary before digressing on the nature of war, how it was being reported and his own moments of excitement,

  punctuated by more practical concerns:




  ‘The 12th Anniversary of our wedding day and only the second we have not spent together . . . We have had some very heavy marching lately: 17, 23, and 16 miles on

  three successive nights, but we have been away from shells and almost out of sound of the guns for part of the time, which has been very pleasant. Of course I can’t say where we are or what

  we are doing but you will probably see it in the paper before you get this letter. Last night we marched through a large town, which had not been visited by Germans. It was very pleasant to see a

  town in full swing, with shops and streets all lighted up, the people all wandering about, without any fear on their faces. It had a tremendous effect on the men, who actually started to sing on

  the march again. English people, especially those actually living in England, don’t know what war is – to them it is merely a word. In the homes where friends or relatives are lost it

  is only partly understood; but it is different over here, especially in those parts where the tide has swept along, or where there is a chance of it doing so. Even the animals show it in their

  faces: it is horrible to see the fear in the eyes of the dogs and horses – but such things are too beastly to write about.
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      An Uhlan horse captured from the Germans, September 1914.


    

  




  . . . I got a parcel from home the other day, a pair of socks, some cigarettes, a pipe, some soap . . . We hear that our 100lbs of kit has gone back to Southampton so I have

  no spare kit here. Did you get my card asking for pants and boots, etc.? Brown K boots size eight would do. Please have lips put on the toes and heels as they wear out so thin on these roads . . .

  a couple of long sleeve vests would also be very nice, and some mitts as it is very cold now, especially when the sun is down in the morning. It will be awful later on if this goes on, which I

  still doubt. I may be optimistic but I don’t think the war will last another month. I sincerely hope not. I have got a very nice Uhlan blanket from the kit of an Uhlan the company bagged when

  on outpost. It has a certain amount of blood on it but that can’t be helped; it will be useful later on in the cold weather. I will tell you about that show when we get home: he nearly got

  me, as I thought he was one of our own cavalry. It was getting dusk, he had a shot at me at 150 yds, I was standing in the middle of the road, expecting the General and 3 Cavalry men, and I took

  the 3 Uhlans for the Cav. I had no idea there were any Germans anywhere near us – fortunately Germans are not good shots! Well, dearest love to all.’




  In June 1915, after much arduous service, Edward was transferred from regimental duties to the BEF’s General Headquarters at Montreuil-Sur-Mer. From here he regaled Ethie

  with stories, some a little risqué:




  ‘I always go to a tea shop called De Heran. It is rather a superior place and most filled with staff officers: Hobson told me it is called the Staff College. I have

  been to the Normandie two or three times, but it is usually crowded with young officers from the Base Depots and with “Ladies”. One of our men was having dinner the other night and a

  “Lady” sent him a note. It was a very hot night; our fellow wrote on the back of the note, “I’m too old, besides it’s a d—sight too

  hot!”’




  In January 1916, as an acting lieutenant-colonel, Edward took command of the 9th Battalion of the Worcestershire Regiment in Mesopotamia, fighting the Turks. He led from the

  front and paid the price on 5 April 1916 during the abortive attempts to relieve the beleaguered British garrison at Kut, as he wrote to Ethie seventeen days later from a hospital bed in Bombay

  after evacuation to India:




  ‘Hope my wire didn’t worry you (I have a feeling you haven’t got it yet). I sent it on Wednesday so that you should have got it in time to address your

  letter here, hence the “Express” mail and not a deferred one. I bust up the ankle in the big fight on the 5th, but stuck it for 6 ½ hours, when it became so bad I was done

  – we lost 24 officers out of 28! All the seniors, nothing but 3 Lieuts and the Quartermaster left!’




  Fortunately, Edward made a full recovery and finished the war in 1918 in command of a machine gun battalion. He retired from the army in 1923.










  FRANK AND EMILY RYAN





  [image: ]




  [image: ]




  On 5 August 1914 Private Frank Ryan, a reservist who had left the army two years before, was recalled to the colours. A mere seventeen days later he was in France. As a horse

  driver in the Army Service Corps he served with the 10th Field Ambulance, which was attached to the 4th Division. When he wrote his first surviving letter to his wife, Emily, from Metren in Belgium

  on 15 October 1914, he did so to reassure her that he was well. The 4th Division had been engaged in heavy hand-to-hand fighting and the 10th Field Ambulance was stretched to the limit. The

  ‘wounded were coming in fast’, the unit war diary reported, and ‘most of the wounds were of a severe nature due to the short range at which they were received’. Routine

  censorship nevertheless prevented Frank telling Emily anything of this: ‘I would like to tell you a few of my experiences out here, but we must not say anything in our letters in case

  they read them and then they would not let them go through the post.’




  Frank’s letters are full of the concerns and preoccupations of the majority of soldiers in the early stages of the war. Initially, he yearns hopelessly to return home at the end of the

  year: ‘I live in hopes that the war will soon be over. I should like to be able to get home for Xmas but I very much doubt it.’ Around this time British soldiers and civilians

  alike were waking up to the fact that the war was not going to be the quick victory many had expected. Many First World War soldiers were worried too about how their families would cope financially

  while they were away fighting; and Frank Ryan, who harboured a guilty secret, had more reason to worry than most. Anxiously, he asked Emily if she was receiving the correct ‘stoppage’

  from his wages:




  ‘Are you getting your separation allowance alright? Only some of the fellows’ wifes [sic] has had a difficulty in getting it. And how do you go about

  drawing it? You know what I mean love. They stop me 6d [sixpence] a day which is compulsory stoppage since you come entitled to it, but I don’t care if they stop the lot as long as I

  know you get it alright, because I know things must be dear to buy at home and I know you can do with it having Baby as well.’




  A portion of a married soldier’s wages was automatically deducted from the amount he received and went straight to his wife, the amount varying depending on the number

  and age of the children in the family. So what had Frank Ryan to worry about?




  Frank had married Emily Jane Hopwood in 1905, aged seventeen. He was a farm labourer who, because of the agricultural depression, had been out of work for a considerable time by May 1909. Like

  many before him in similar circumstances he decided to join the army. The problem, however, was that he was married, and married men were not eligible to enlist. This prohibition Frank decided to

  ignore, covering his tracks by enlisting under his stepfather’s name, rather than his own, Dymond.




  When he was recalled to the army in 1914, he was too frightened to come clean. By the autumn of 1915, the authorities eventually noticed that his wife’s name was different to his own and

  confronted him. In a statement, he explained that his wife had suffered a serious scalding incident shortly before war broke out and, reluctant to risk undermining her health further by admitting

  his past deception and courting punishment, he had continued to serve under a false name.




  In the event, Frank escaped sanction. He had returned from France in July 1915; the requirement to wear a surgical boot on his right foot meant that he was no longer fit for overseas service. He

  continued in the army until March 1919, achieving a medical discharge.










  ANDREW AND DEENEY THORNE
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  As some soldiers’ letters demonstrate, sweethearts could not only be grown women but beloved daughters. In the autumn of 1914, Andrew Thorne of the Grenadier Guards was a

  staff captain with the 1st Guards Brigade. Not yet thirty, he was of independent means and, notwithstanding the demands of his army career, had been able to marry young. He already had four

  children, three boys and a girl. The eldest of them was Diana, born in 1910; the youngest Peter, born on 6 August 1914, two days after war commenced.




  Even during the heaviest fighting of the early months of the First World War Andrew wrote letters for Diana’s mother, Margaret, to read to her. His own father had died when Andrew was

  sixteen, leaving him to become a surrogate father to his three younger sisters. His long experience of how to relate to young girls is evident in the beautifully judged letters he sent to Diana, or

  ‘Deeney’ as she was known.
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    Andrew Thorne.


  




  On 10 November 1914, as the First Battle of Ypres – which saw the BEF sacrifice itself to prevent the Germans pushing through to the Channel ports – was drawing to a close, Andrew

  did what he did so often, writing about the different types of animals he had encountered, including a playful kitten adopted by Brigade Headquarters:




  ‘My dear Deeney,




  Thank you and the boys so much for your letters. I do like getting them and the funny little pictures as well. Also I think the sweeties and chocs you choose for Dad are so

  nice. I wonder how you guessed he liked barley sugar and the Suchard chocolate. Even the General had some and he liked it too. It must be fun for you to have Mum and Peter back at Highfield . . .

  It does seem funny that poor Dad hasn’t any idea of what Peter looks like. Mum has sent Dad some photos of you all, including Peter, but it is difficult to realize exactly what he is like

  just by a photo . . .




  Did I ever tell you of the little kitten that we have adopted. We found it about 10 days ago in an empty cottage – she was a grey and seemed very fond of us so that we used to feed

  her. Then when we had to leave, Serg[eant] Major took her away in his pocket. We only stayed in the house for 2 or 3 days and then had to leave again, so again the pussycat came in the pocket of

  the greatcoat. She lives in the one remaining room of the farm – nearby where we have dug ourselves underground – and plays with us when we have breakfast and dinner and when we wash

  and shave. Fancy, we only wash once a day and that is at eleven o’clock at night. Bines gives the kitten some milk, some bully beef and sometimes a sardine or two so that she doesn’t do

  badly. We used to get a lot of milk from 3 cows at this farm but a cruel shell came and killed all the cows and about ten pigs as well. Now we have to get the milk from a long way away. All the

  houses and farms have been left by the owners and nearly all of them have been destroyed or partly so by the shells from our and the German guns. It does sound wicked, doesn’t it!




  I wonder how you all go out for walks now. Do you all go in prams or has Peter been given one yet? Then I suppose you walk a great deal or else have rides in Biddy’s carriage. I

  did think Biddy [their goat] looked well in the photo . . .
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    Margaret Thorne (left) with Deeney (right) and her brothers in the goat cart.


  




  I hope you will really look after Mum and keep her ever so happy and well. You see she will want a lot of help looking after three boys, won’t she? Give Mum a very big kiss from me and

  the same to the boys. With best love from Dad.’




  As Andrew reported in another letter to Deeney, however, there was alarm three days later when the kitten went missing. ‘We are in a very big home and

  perhaps she has gone to sleep in a corner somewhere upstairs to get away from the shells which make such a loud noise.’ But then, relief: ‘The Sergt. Major has just come in to tell me

  that she has been found. Last night she jumped on to the Sergt. Major’s face while he was asleep. He jumped up with a start and seized his revolver to do “a shoot, bang,

  fire” at a German and then all he saw was the kitten. She does eat a lot of bacon fat when we have it at breakfast. She will get too fat if she is not properly dieted.’
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    Andrew Thorne (second right) at the front, October 1914.


  




  When Andrew wrote to Deeney on 27 November, he made reference to his horse, Punch, as well as a new pony. The latter was a replacement for his other horse, Judy, which had been

  killed underneath him at the height of the fighting at Gheluvelt on 31 October; although this had not prevented Andrew saving the day by carrying the message which famously brought the 2nd

  Worcestershire Regiment into the line.




  ‘Poor Punchie has still got a little cold and is rather stiff, so he is rubbed every day like George was last spring when he was ill. I hope Punchie will soon be well

  enough to be ridden. My new little brown pony is such a nice little one – he is rather naughty as he pretends to be frightened of everything he passes on the road but he doesn’t really

  mean to be naughty. I think he used to be driven in a pony trap. I wonder if there were any little girls or boys he used to draw behind him. If he doesn’t get killed, I must try and arrange

  to buy him off the government and have him at Farnborough Park.’




  The weather was now getting cold and snow lay on the ground, giving Andrew scope to paint one of his most felicitous verbal pictures. ‘When I arrived here last

  Tuesday, I thought I must be almost silly as I saw, instead of men, what looked like polar bears, brown bears, and black bears walking about in our billets; I was almost frightened. Fortunately I

  quickly found my Sergeant Major who explained that all the men had been given fur coats for the winter and they were trying them on. The coats are not like Uncle Tommie’s with the fur inside

  but like Mum’s black one with the fur outside.’
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    Punch (left) and Judy.


  




  Andrew had the knack of being able to convey a sense of the devastation around him in terms Deeney would be able to understand: ‘All the little children have left this village a long

  time ago, as the Germans used to put shells into their houses and smash them up like the Boys did when they got into your doll’s house.’ He let his daughter know in a playful

  fashion that he was moving in lofty circles: ‘Daddy at this moment is eating a big bullseye that Lord Normanby sent him. The other day some Generals came to see Daddy’s General and

  they were all given big bullseyes with the result that no one spoke at all for about ten minutes, the sweets were so big.’
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