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Preface

Across the field from where we are sitting in this Italian village, on an autumn morning sixty years ago, the soldiers of two nations began to kill one another. As British troops advanced through vineyards, they were subjected to a withering fire by the German defenders of Croce, one of the strongholds on the ‘Gothic Line’. Possession of this small group of houses, through which one can drive in less than a minute, changed hands six times in a week in 1944 and cost hundreds of young men their lives. Some lie beneath the rank upon rank of white crosses in the cemetery at Coriano, just down the road from where they died.

Almost everyone lives in a place that was touched by the Second World War. There is a tendency, particularly among the young, to think of it as something remote in history, as irrelevant to our modern lives as the horse and cart, a subject of interest only to film-makers. Yet whether you inhabit one of the world’s great cities – London, Berlin, New York, Warsaw – or the most peaceful of rural hamlets, you are somewhere that formed part of the first and only global battlefield, be it as a target of propaganda, training ground, operations centre, manufacturing base or simply a source of manpower. Moreover, you are also somewhere where daily life, borders, taxes, politics and language were and still are fundamentally shaped by the consequences of that conflict. The war remains the central and defining event of the recent past.

Recent indeed, for somehow it tends to be forgotten that this epic struggle in which 40 million people died took place well within living memory, far closer to our time than the battles of the First World War of which there are even now veterans alive. We are both in our early thirties, yet between us we can talk any day with a father and a grandmother who were torpedoed by a German submarine and another grandmother who spent many nights fire-watching on a London rooftop. To share their vivid memories is to understand how near at hand the war remains.

Our aim in this book is to capture that immediacy of experience, to let those who were there tell us what it was really like to invade Okinawa, to endure the Blitz or to suffer at Auschwitz. Their voices are many and of numerous nationalities, ranging from the supreme leaders and the military commanders who planned the war’s progress to those who did the fighting, as well as those who played their part on the Home Front.

This is not intended to be a history of the war as such, although we have added short introductions to give extracts context where needed. The available literature is vast, and we looked at several thousand volumes of letters, memoirs and autobiography in making our selection. We firmly believe that we have picked the best, both in the quality of the writing and in its ability to transport one to a street in Hiroshima, a quayside in Tobruk or a beach at Dieppe.

If only for reasons of portability, The Voice of War is necessarily representative in nature rather than comprehensive, for we have not had space for every one of the myriad experiences that took place in all the multiple theatres of action. Equally, we have restricted ourselves to accounts available in English (including many not originally written in it) so as to be sure that readers can follow up any they are especially interested in. Indeed, our hope is that all who read this book will long remember the lessons it contains for us, and for the generations to come.

JAMES OWEN

Croce di Montecolombo Italy

GUY WALTERS

Heytesbury Wiltshire


Summer 1939

The Coming of War

Having occupied Czechoslovakia with impunity in 1938, Hitler believed that the British and the French would still not fight were he now to further his territorial ambitions by invading Poland. One first-hand witness to these views was the journalist Leonard Mosley.

Then at Bayreuth, one afternoon, Doctor Otto Dietrich, the leader of the Reich Press, took me along to his suite for a drink and a discussion of a coming visit that was being paid to Germany by a British nobleman. I was giving him background information he wanted when – just like that – Hitler walked in. Dietrich when he saw him tried to bundle me from the room, but Hitler stopped him and demanded that I should come forward and be introduced. He was in a good mood; he made a couple of jokes about the English Press when he knew who I was, and then banteringly asked why British journalists in Germany wrote so much about the threat of war. ‘There will be no war,’ he said. ‘Don’t you agree?’

This, mark you, was the summer of 1939.

I said that there would be no war if the rights of Poland and the Free City of Danzig were not infringed.

Hitler slapped his thigh, and laughed. ‘Even if they are, there will be no war,’ he said. ‘There was no war over the Sudetenland, nor over Czechoslovakia. There will be no war over Danzig.’ When I demurred he repeated: ‘There was no war over Sudetenland! There will be none over Poland! The conditions are exactly the same and your actions will be the same.’

It was no job of mine to do Sir Nevile Henderson’s job for him, badly though Sir Nevile [the British Ambassador] was doing it himself, and yet I remember trying. I remember quoting my friends in London and saying: ‘The conditions are different, Herr Hitler. Almost a year has passed since Munich was signed. Then Britain and France were unprepared. We had no troops, nor arms, nor planes. Now we have had almost a year to get ready. We have had a year of preparation, and this time we shall keep our pledges if Poland’s rights are infringed.’

He turned on me sarcastically then. I remember his pale face growing ruddy with passion, and his stubby forefinger with its bitten fingernail jabbing towards me, as he said: ‘A year to prepare! What foolishness is that! The position of Britain and France today is worse – far worse – than in September 1938. There will be no war, because you are less in a position to go to war now than you were a year ago. In that year you have achieved less than nothing. You have made things worse, in fact. You have built up your Army? Your Air Force? Your Navy? For every ship you have put on the stocks I have laid one down as well. For every plane you have built I have built twenty. For every tank you have made I have constructed a hundred, and a hundred guns to your single cannon. And for every man you have put in your Army I have conscripted a thousand, and every one of them is trained and has a gun. A year to prepare! You are worse off than you ever were! You will not go to war!’

He strode from the room then. Dietrich looked across at me with a triumphant smile on his greasy face. I remember wondering who was supplying Hitler’s information about our arms programme, and how near he was to the truth.

Leonard Mosley

‘The inevitability of the struggle’

Few Frenchmen thought war would come, and fewer still doubted that the Maginot Line of defences would hold firm if it did. A rare sceptic was Captain Barlone of the French North African Division.

23 AUGUST 1939

France has been quite bewildered for the last few days; Germany and Soviet Russia have just concluded a pact of non-aggression whilst our Military Mission together with the British is at Moscow, at Stalin’s request, to seek agreement with the Red Staff as to possible operations in the event of war. This volte-face is being very severely criticised by all the Press except naturally the Communists, who nevertheless are very much embarrassed and unable to give a satisfactory explanation.

Daladier proclaims that exceptional military measures will have to be taken in the near future; one senses a complete reversal of the situation in favour of Germany, without however believing that the position is desperate. Munich in September 1938 and the startling news of March and May have blunted the edge of public opinion. People refuse to envisage the situation except through the tiny peep-hole of Danzig, and a war for ‘this provincial town’ as Hitler called it, in an attempt to conceal his intentions, would be unthinkable.

Meanwhile, the German press gives vent to more and more exorbitant claims on the Princes of Posen and Silesia and invents ‘persecution’ of the Germans living in Poland.

My sister and I, on the contrary, have long since believed in the inevitability of the struggle. So I was not surprised when at four o’clock, she telephoned me at my office in Paris that two soldiers had just brought my calling-up notice.

I say good-bye to Benjamin and to the employees, who fully believe that I shall be back at the office by next week. Hastily I make a few purchases: some stout boots, an electric torch, etc.… I met de Chaunac, then Samson, a very intelligent German Jew, both of whom arrange to meet me in a fortnight’s time.

‘So you don’t believe that there is going to be a war?’ I said to the latter. ‘How could anyone believe in any such thing?’ he replied; ‘France is not ready; she has nothing to go to war with; she would be crushed in a couple of weeks; France will not commit that piece of folly, believe me.’

I shook hands with him without saying a word, amazed to hear such an opinion, for all the German Jews that I have known in recent times urge war like veritable madmen.

24 AUGUST 1939

I take leave of my sister, who is very brave and, as usual, full of energy. Once more I advise her to leave Paris, since no other ties exist to keep her there. She prefers to remain, she isn’t afraid. We feel sad, however, believing war to be inevitable. We do not doubt our victory, but wonder what price we shall have to pay.

The train for Toul is full of officers and men; the men as usual joke and laugh. The officers talk to each other about their particular branch of the service. I lunch in the dining-car next to a young lieutenant in the infantry on his way to the Maginot Line. He tells me that he has travelled considerably in Germany for his Insurance Company; only a few weeks ago he did a round there. We agree in thinking that the shortage of food, supposed to exist there, is all eye-wash. He also believes in a long and hard war, and in the swift crushing of Poland. His company is detailed to occupy a gap between two works of the Maginot Line.

We arrived at Toul about four o’clock in the afternoon. The barracks, named after Joan of Arc, stand at the other end of the town. There, I am told to take command of the 92/20 Horse Transport Company of the Headquarters of the 2nd North African Division whose Staff is stationed at Dommartin-les-Toul, a suburb quite near to the barracks. I take possession of the Journal de Mobilisation of my company, a bulky volume, which tells me what I have to do and what stores I have to draw day by day. Much work and all perfectly planned. I plunge into this mass of work, endeavouring to get my bearings.

At the local town hall, where I set up my office, I meet Lieutenant Bloch (from Sarreguemines). He is very short, freckled and quite bald, always smiling, and has a pronounced Lorraine accent; always surrounded by friends who remember his cheerfulness on field-days. Good, I’ll make him my assistant, I think that we shall get on well together.

Then Second Lieutenant Viry, very correct, very young and serious. He introduces himself to me at the regulation four paces. He has just completed his training in the regular army and was recalled a week ago, as a nucleus for the formation of the company. He has the ‘hippo’ (horse transport) service at his finger ends, and seems to have a certain contempt for me when I tell him that I know nothing about it, having always served in the infantry and in mechanised units. As he contemplates my temples touched with grey, my old uniform now out of fashion, I feel that he is thinking, ‘We’re doing fine with an old guy like that.’ We shall see…

I am lodging with mother Maquin — 82 years old – a nice old woman whose son is a ranker Major of Tirailleurs Algériens (Algerian Rifle Regiment). Mother Maquin is terribly gossipy and very lively, and she tells me all her troubles. Everybody calls her ‘Aunty’, a nickname I suppose, but she tells me that she has thirty-two nephews and nieces in this tiny village.

She must have reserved my bed for a flea-breeding ground, for in the morning, after a sleepless night, I notice that hundreds of swellings adorn my body. Well, I suppose it can’t be helped!

The old dame is delighted, as I have lent Martin, my batman, to her. He is a fine hard-working farmer of the district. I’ve also lent her a few other poilus [French infantrymen] to shake her plum trees, loaded with mirabelles. For four years there have been no mirabelle plums and now that is the only thing that matters in the countryside. Mother Maquin stuffs my pockets full of them, and I eat enough to make me ill.

The men of the reserve come in without undue haste, without the enthusiasm of 1914, or even that of last year, being fully persuaded that they will be sent home in two weeks’ time, and annoyed at not being able to complete the harvest. But if one has to go – of course, one will go, and return home to peace and quietness after having given Hitler a good drubbing. The men’s great hope is that Hitler will be assassinated because, for the time being, they separate Hitler in their minds from Germany.

Once he is beaten, so they reason, all will be over. They do not realise that Hitler is the manifestation of Germany’s predatory instinct, the incarnation of the chosen people whose mission is to dominate the world. Nor do they realise that he is the Leader elected by plebiscite with eighty million votes behind him, of which nine-tenths are probably genuine; that he is also probably the leader of a conspiracy by three great bandits, three devouring monsters: Hitler himself, Mussolini and Japan, and that these are leagued together like gangsters in an attempt to plunder two rich and prosperous nations, the only two who can pay with their immense colonial empires: England and ourselves.

The calmness and the lack of pervasive enthusiasm of our soldiers is moreover due – and this is serious – to the fact that, apart from a desire not to be uprooted every six months, they have no war aims of territorial conquests; but they have one very definite aim, that of finishing off Hitler once and for all. In 1914 – when enthusiasm was unbounded – there was in our hearts after, but only after, war had been declared, the will to reconquer Alsace and Lorraine and a desire for revenge. From the start, France was invaded; we had to retake the lost provinces and free our native soil.

But to-day we desire nothing; we have more than enough colonies, we know that our land is safe from invasion, thanks to the Maginot Line; no one has the least desire to fight for Czecho-Slovakia or for Poland, of which ninety-five Frenchmen out of every hundred are completely ignorant and unable to find on a map; we have no belief that Hitler will hurl himself on us after having swallowed up the little nations, one by one. We tell ourselves that having obtained what he wants, he will leave us in peace.

But the Germans have stupendous war aims: the recovery of what they lost through the treaty of Versailles; to own colonies; to wipe out defeat; to regain their pride; to dominate the world. They scorn the democracies; they have unlimited confidence in their military power and the successes of Hitler have swollen them with pride and self-assurance. Truly these are the war aims of jackals, but offensive aims, whilst ours are merely defensive.

Here the Germans have a considerable advantage over us from the point of view of morale.

25 AUGUST 1939

We begin to collect harness, arms, stores and rations, etc. The requisitioning parties send us fine horses quite unused to sleeping tethered in the open.

An officers’ mess is established in a little restaurant half-way between the Jeanne D’Arc barracks and Dommartin; the tables are laid for eighteen to twenty men. We are still cold and reserved in the mess.

Bets are made on the chances of the war. Here, as elsewhere, no one believes that it will come to anything, and the stakes are low and few. I refrain for fear of revealing my pessimism.

D. Barlone


Autumn 1939

The Invasion of Poland

‘It is a wonderful feeling now, to be a German’

Wilhelm Prüller was a 23-year-old lieutenant in the German Army. Like Hitler, Prüller was Austrian by birth, one of thousands of his countrymen attracted to the nationalistic Nazi creed in the wake of the collapse of the Habsburg empire after the First World War. Prüllr’s mood was that of many of the soldiers who advanced into Poland at the beginning of September.

30 AUGUST 1939

In this diary I shall attempt to describe to you, my dearly beloved Henny, all the things that happen to me and my unit. I will also tell you those things about me that you ought to know.

Personally, I think the ‘Affaire Poland’ will be settled peacefully: perhaps Daladier will at the last minute assume the function of a mediator. But if it really does come to war, I am sure it won’t last long. For the Poles won’t be able to withstand our attack.

And how could England and France fulfil their promise to help Poland? The West Wall is impregnable. France would sacrifice her sons there to no avail. And England could only rush to help Poland by sea. The Baltic has certainly been closed by us. Gibraltar will be held at bay by Italy and Spain. The only people who could help the Poles are the Soviet Union. And a brilliant stroke of strategy has destroyed this Polish hope, too.

Perhaps the Soviet Union will send an ultimatum to Poland and demand their centuries-old rights.

No matter. The situation is highly satisfactory for us, and it’s unthinkable for us, too, as the greatest European power, to sit back and watch the persecution of the Volksdeutsche [so-called ethnic Germans] without doing something. It is our duty to rectify this wrong, which cries to Heaven. If we fight, then we know that we are serving a rightful cause. We know, however, that the Führer will do all he can to avoid war.

1 SEPTEMBER 1939

It’s 4 a.m. We are 2 miles from the border and ready to go.

The Poles haven’t accepted our rightful demands.

At 5.45 a.m. the border is supposed to be crossed.

We’re a reserve unit. One hundred metres to our side there is a large oil, petroleum or armaments factory. One grenade… and we’ve had it.

We’re sitting on our lorries and telling dirty jokes. Everything is camouflaged.

Only a quarter of an hour more. If only this waiting were over. If only something would happen. One way or the other.

For a week they put us up on the bare floor of a school. Waiting, waiting. We haven’t slept for nights. And the worst of it is, you’re not allowed to write home. Terrible. We’re not to write until 4th September.

We’ve just got paid. One hundred Czech crowns. A joke. In two hours we may not even be in this world. And with 100 crowns in our pockets. And not able to send a last message home, while our dear ones are waiting for news.

One’s thoughts go in a circle – as if they wanted to turn a huge mill-stone. Everything on edge. And the feeling that we’re in this place: painful when you think of home. The most wonderful feeling as well, though, of manly and loyal devotion to duty!

My darling Henny! I don’t know how long it’ll last. I want to tell you something lovely: you were the only woman I’ve ever loved. And if God pleases that I return home, then I know one thing: as long as I live, you’ll be the only woman I’ll ever love. Before I saw you – yes, there were others, but it wasn’t love. You taught that to me. I could start at the Bürgerball, I could talk of your first holiday, of my departure to Berlin and my return. I could recall our marriage, my call-up… it wouldn’t be complete, though, if I didn’t think of our Lore. Guard her well, this little creature. Make her strong, so that one day she can skirt the cliffs of life. And tell her, sometimes, of me, if it should happen that…

You both are my hope in this and the coming hours.

And send my best greetings to your mother. She was an idol to me, this wonderful woman. And to my parents, especially my father. And to anyone else who would like to have them. Of course your father, too.

Something else for you: keep on being the wife you always were, be assured that I love only you, and that I live only for you. I don’t ask anything from you. Only that you should think of me often, and know that in my life I’ve only done my duty, nothing but my duty. And stay happy, even in the misfortune of my death.

6.20: the first news: our troops have pushed 3 miles into Poland. The first village has been taken. No shot from the Polish side.

6.45: we move forward.

7.30: the Poles tried a tank attack. They were destroyed and forced to run. While retreating they set fire to six villages.

Our own unit is on our side of the border, although some of our troops are 6 km into Poland. It’s begun to rain now. I’ve wrapped my MG [machine-gun] in a woollen blanket; this might save our lives. To the right are the Tatra Mountains and in front of us a burning village.

We’ve reached the border.

It is a wonderful feeling now, to be a German.

Flak pushes past us – artillery, tanks and armoured scouting cars, hundreds of them.

We’re still on the border. The row of tanks has no end. A quarter of an hour, tanks, tanks, tanks… Rain’s stopped. The crew of our lorry is all tense. Seven men and a noncom, we all wish we were in Poland…

9 o’clock: moving forward at a walking pace. Forward a few feet, then waiting, waiting… Just learned that we’ve occupied Danzig.

9.45: We’ve crossed the border. We’re in Poland. Deutschkand, Deutschland über alles!

We’re 103 km from Krakow. Everywhere we see torn-up roads, trenches, tank traps hastily thrown up. Destroyed bridges make us take long detours across fields. We drive through the first village. They hand flowers into our lorry. In delight they stretch their hands towards us. The blown-up bridges and the torn-up streets continue to slow up our advance. But all the Poles’ efforts are shown to be of no avail. The German Wehrmacht is marching! If we look back, or in front of us, or left or right: everywhere the motorised Wehrmacht!

Suddenly, halt! Enemy in front of us. I’ve got to take my machine-gun section and act as a scouting patrol. About a mile up the hill. Ha!… we’re shot at from the right. The first time! Machine-gun volley, it doesn’t reach us. Then silence. Our lorry climbs the hill. We go back to the Squadron, and leave the lorries.

We march to the attack. Terrific heat now. Battledress. The machine-gun 13.5 kg on our backs. One mile, two, three, on, on… We can’t go on. But mile after mile is captured. No one can go on. No water, no coffee, no tea. Marching, running, running. Halt! We’ve reached a PAK (anti-tank gun) and rest in front of a few houses. The family sits in front of the door. All of them crying. But we aren’t harming anyone! Why didn’t the Polish Government give in? We haven’t got anything against the people themselves. But where are our rights? They offer us water and milk. We refuse, because we have to. But this thirst is terrible!

Our artillery begins to fire again. At every shot the Poles wince. Under the shell-fire we march on. It’s 16.45. We’ve marched only 3 hours and have 10 km behind us. I hope we stay here. A hamlet. But there’s supposed to be a pub: then we’d have something to drink. Blank goes past and has already got a bottle of beer. It’s the last. He chucks it at me. Undrinkable. As if it were warmed up.

It’s now 17.30. I am so tired I could drop. My feet ache. I’ve been on my feet since I in the morning. One thing kept me going today, the thought of our seeing each other again. I’m still alive, and so are you and Lore. All of us!

Wilhelm Prüller

Prüller survived the war. In 1959, he could be found running a knick-knack shop in a suburb of Vienna, still wearing a ring engraved with the SS runes.

Not all Germans supported the invasion.

20 SEPTEMBER 1939

So the Nazis (I do not want to speak of the Germans in this connection)… the Nazis are conquering, and what else is one to expect? A hopelessly rainy summer has been followed by a clear, sunny autumn, full of the smoky perfumes of that season, with the ground solid and hard-packed and as though made to order for those tanks to roll over and flatten to earth whatever stands in their way… the Polish Cavalry, the whole Polish Army… and if Poland is ours today, tomorrow it must be the whole world.

Yes, the Nazis are conquering and perhaps internally even more than on the battlefield. The editors exult in bloodthirsty fashion on the newsprint into which our forests are to be converted. They have invented a brand-new language to match the great times in which we live, and now proclaim the Realisation of 1899, and the Commitment of the Woman at War, and the Reinforcement by the German Woman, and talk about the ancient piece of German ground, Posen. And when they are reminded that Posen was Polish territory as far back as the time of Frederick the Great, and that even earlier soldiers from Danzig fought on the Polish side in the First Battle of Tannenberg, they turn nasty and threaten to tell the Gestapo…

The Nazis are, indeed, conquering, and their ‘war commentators’ bring new glory to the German language, as they ‘shower the enemy with sparks enough to make him burn for peace’ and ‘give him something to chew on that lays him flat on the ground’. And when they are told that their German is the German of the latrine wall and the pimp, they turn very nasty indeed, and roar that they are soldiers, and that this happens to be how soldiers talk, and if you don’t believe it, you can find out in a concentration camp.

Oh, yes, the Nazis do nothing but conquer, they conquer just as uninterruptedly as Wilhelm’s armies did in 1914, and the beer-hall regulars again have the entire world annexed. And in the local café, recently, the old one-time Medical Corps general employed the current jargon in lumping Poles and Englishmen together as ‘pigs’ – despite the fact that the old man never in his life saw an example of the latter in his ‘natural habitat’, so to speak.

When I rose and objected to such entirely uncalled-for language, he looked at me with the eyes of a wounded stag, felt that the world had collapsed at his feet, and mumbled something about how he had always thought I was a patriotic man.

Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen

The author, a Prussian aristocrat and intellectual, was later executed in Dachau concentration camp.

The view from Westminster

Henry ‘Chips’ Channon, Parliamentary Private Secretary to ‘Rab’ Butler at the Foreign Office, had an insider’s view of developments in London in early September. Channon was a noted appeaser, and regarded those of his colleagues in the House of Commons who wished to oppose Hitler over Poland as half-crazed warmongers.

2 SEPTEMBER 1939

… I had no lunch, walked with Rab to the House of Commons, and tried on the way, forgetting it was Saturday, to buy him a hat. By 2.30 I was back in my room at the House of Commons, and I rang the Private Secretaries asking where the box was with the Statement which the Chancellor was to make. It had been delayed. At last it arrived, but only two minutes before the Speaker took the chair. Rab and I walked along, and I caught sight of John Simon’s bald white head and as we caught him up, he whispered that he had just received an urgent message not to make the statement as important news had come from Italy.

The moment Prayers were over he made a brief announcement to the House that the Prime Minister [Neville Chamberlain] would make a statement later. I rushed out, found Rab in a deep conference, although a peripatetic one, with Halifax. They walked to the Lords together, and I followed, trying to listen. When we reached the Princes Chamber, which was full of eager Peers, my father-in-law seized me and delayed me. When I had broken away Rab told me that the Italians had offered to negotiate and to call together a Five Power Conference, etc.…

Then we went, followed by Rab to No. 10. The PM apparently considered Ciano’s message of sufficient importance to call together an immediate Cabinet at 4.30 at No. 10, and there was a sauve qui peut from the Front Bench, and the House at once sensed that there was something afoot. I remained in our room so as not to be trapped into saying anything indiscreet… Rab rang me about six, the Cabinet had just risen; it has been, he said, stormy, and Ciano was only going to get a very stiff reply though it would be as reasonable as Chamberlain could make it under the circumstances.

Then there was a long, and most unfortunate, wait, which very likely affected the final course of tomorrow’s War – for it must be tomorrow now, since we have had our miracle today and did not profit by it; for during the long time which ensued, the nervous House, chafing under delay, and genuinely distressed, some of them, by our guarantee to Poland not having been immediately operative, quenched their thirst in the Smoking Room, and when they returned to hear the PM’s statement, many of them were full of ‘Dutch Courage’; one noticed their flushed faces… Meanwhile the Cabinet had risen and retired. The PM was left behind with Halifax to draft his statement, and a clumsy, or rather inartistic, document it was, too. At the same time they had to ring up Paris and convey to them Ciano’s offer (at the time I understood this to be so, though now I believe that the French knew of it this morning). In any case the French Cabinet met immediately and began to discuss it. They demanded more time, and it was first suggested that the Germans should be told that unless they evacuated Poland within a week we should declare War jointly with the French (this proposal is supposed to have originated with Bonnet, who is anti-War). There were long telephonic conversations and the time limit was whittled down to 48 hours. The PM arrived at last, and I instantly woke Rab, who had had ten minutes’ sleep, handed him an icy Martini which exhilarated him, and together we walked into the PM’s room where we found Alec Dunglass, Rucker and David Margesson. Arthur Greenwood and Archie Sinclair had just been summoned into the inner room and the PM told them of the French evasive delays (they are not so prepared as we are, nor is their evacuation so well advanced). We waited outside, and someone said something funny about Horace Wilson which threw us all into fits of laughter. I suppose it was nerves – the first laugh for weeks, and when Rab gave us his famous cackle, David Margesson and I doubled up, roared until the tears came… Suddenly the PM’s bell rang, and David was summoned into the presence. By now our spirits were soaring, peace might again be saved, as by a miracle, by Italian intervention… We followed the PM into the House, which was crowded and grim. The long wait had irritated everyone, and it would have been longer still had I not reminded the Secretaries that Halifax had probably already made his identical statement in the Lords.

The PM rose, was cheered, but not over-much, and then he read out his statement which I thought ill-conceived. It began by saying that, as yet, no answer had come to our warning to Berlin, and the House, thoroughly prepared to unsheathe the sword, was aghast when it was hinted that peace might yet be saved. Decidedly the PM did not have a very good reception, though Greenwood, who followed him, attempted to soothe the House, whilst maintaining his own dignity. Maxton made an impassioned appeal to the PM to continue his good work, not to be rushed, but he was almost shouted down. All the old Munich rage all over again; all the resentment against Chamberlain: All those who want to die abused Caesar. John McGovern leant over to strike Kirby (Labour member for Euston) but the Speaker pretended not to see… there were a few other short speeches, after which Chamberlain rose for the second time, and promised a definite answer by noon tomorrow when the House will meet again – for the first time on a Sunday in all its history.

The Cabinet and the Appeasers were discouraged by the reception the insane House of Commons gave to this glimmer of peace, and began to say that the PM was not accurate in reporting to the House the findings of the Cabinet.

All evening at the FO, Butler and I struggled hard. There were countless telephone calls to Paris and we were told that the French, led by Bonnet, would not shorten their ultimatum to Germany which they insisted should be for a whole week! We know we could not hold the House of Commons for so long, but we offered, as a compromise, 48 hours from tomorrow morning – the Frogs, at first, would not agree. And here the War Party, suddenly strengthened by John Simon, who, I suppose, saw his chance of becoming PM, began to argue for a shorter ultimatum still – the Cabinet sat long. Terrific excitement; wild talk of the French ratting altogether, of our fighting them and the whole world… Peter Loxley and I crossed over to No. 10 Downing Street after the Private Secretaries had rung for us to come and join the fun, and it came on to rain – a storm, terrific, ominous – ‘When the Rains Came’. I saw Alec Dunglass, ‘Are we all mad?’, I asked him.

The PM came out of a side room followed by Horace Wilson and Rab. He looked well, almost relieved that the dread decision was taken and the appalling battle on – we were going to give Germany only two hours’ ultimatum (this was an answer to the French, to make them ashamed). The Cabinet had insisted; the War Party was led by Simon, Oliver Stanley, Walter Elliot and, I believe Shakespeare Morrison; the overruled Peace Party consisted of the PM and Kingsley Wood. I sat on Rucker’s (the most amiable, able Chief Private Secretary) desk, when the door opened into the Cabinet room, and I saw Sam Hoare, alone, in a dinner jacket. The various Chiefs of Staff were wandering about in uniform: Corbin, the steely, grey, Frog Ambassador, was soon in conference with the PM. He was told our decision: we had already instructed Nevile Henderson to ask for an interview tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. and to inform the German Government that unless news came by 11 a.m. that the German Government had ordered the withdrawal of their forces from Poland we should be at War… This message was sent, I think, about midnight or after. The French immediately climbed down, and we understood from Corbin that the French Ambassador in Berlin was to ask for an interview tomorrow at noon, and give the German Government 17 hours, that is until 5 a.m. on Monday morning, to withdraw. The French Government have not sufficiently completed their mobilisation and evacuation and all day they had been pressing us to hold back a few more hours. Broken-hearted, I begged David Margesson to do something; but he was already determined. ‘It must be War, Chips, old boy,’ he said. ‘There’s no other way out.’

I decided to go home; there were no cars; the rain was blinding – Cabinet Ministers, Chiefs of Staff, all wandered hopelessly about. We left Rab with the PM, who was about to go to bed, for his last night of peace. Wet typists trotted off into the downpour; only people emerging from No. 10 knew the facts… Peter and I left: I wanted to walk, as it had cleared a little; he would not. It was dark, a precaution against air-raids. We found a taxi. Peter dropped me. I am home. I shall not sleep; in a few hours we shall be at War, and the PM will have lost his great battle for peace.

Henry Channon

The first air-raid alarm, as witnessed by Winston Churchill.

The Prime Minister’s broadcast informed us that we were already at war, and he had scarcely ceased speaking when a strange, prolonged, wailing noise, afterwards to become familiar, broke upon the ear. My wife came into the room braced by the crisis and commented favourably upon the German promptitude and precision, and we went up to the flat top of the house to see what was going on. Around us on every side, in the clear, cool September light, rose the roofs and spires of London. Above them were already slowly rising thirty or forty cylindrical balloons. We gave the Government a good mark for this evident sign of preparation, and as the quarter of an hour’s notice which we had been led to expect we should receive was now running out we made our way to the shelter assigned to us, armed with a bottle of brandy and other appropriate medical comforts.

Our shelter was a hundred yards down the street, and consisted merely of an open basement, not even sand-bagged, in which the tenants of half a dozen flats were already assembled. Everyone was cheerful and jocular, as is the English manner when about to encounter the unknown. As I gazed from the doorway along the empty street and at the crowded room below my imagination drew pictures of ruin and carnage and vast explosions shaking the ground; of buildings clattering down in dust and rubble, of fire-brigades and ambulances scurrying through the smoke, beneath the drone of hostile aeroplanes. For had we not all been taught how terrible air raids would be? The Air Ministry had, in natural self-importance, greatly exaggerated their power. The pacifists had sought to play on public fears, and those of us who had so long pressed for preparation and a superior Air Force, while not accepting the most lurid forecasts, had been content that they should act as a spur. I knew that the Government were prepared, in the first few days of the war, with over 250,000 beds for air-raid casualties. Here at least there had been no under-estimation. Now we should see what were the facts.

After about ten minutes had passed the wailing broke out again. I was myself not sure that this was not a reiteration of the previous warning, but a man came running along the street shouting ‘All clear’, and we dispersed to our dwellings and went about our business.

Winston Churchill

Human wreckage

On 24 September, the Luftwaffe began bombing Warsaw. So ferocious was the attack that the city surrendered just three days later. Here, a Polish nurse describes the conditions in the main hospital.

The procession of wounded from the city was an unending march of death. The lights went out, and all of us, doctors and nurses, had to move about with candles in our hands. As both the operating-theatres and the dressing-stations were destroyed the work was done in the lecture-rooms on ordinary deal tables, and owing to the lack of water the instruments could not be sterilised, but had to be cleansed with alcohol.

I shall remember forever the dreadful night of September 25th–26th, when with one hand I helped to give anaesthetics, holding a candle in the other, while the surgeon was amputating arms or legs. As human wreckage was laid on the table the surgeon vainly endeavoured to save the lives that were slipping through his hands. On the table at which I was assisting tragedy followed tragedy. At one time the victim was a girl of sixteen. She had a glorious mop of golden hair, her face was delicate as a flower, and her lovely sapphire-blue eyes were full of tears. Both her legs, up to the knees, were a mass of bleeding pulp, in which it was impossible to distinguish bone from flesh; both had to be amputated above the knee. Before the surgeon began I bent over this innocent child to kiss her pallid brow, to lay my helpless hand on her golden head. She died quietly in the course of the morning, like a flower plucked by a merciless hand.

That same night, on the same deal table, there died under the knife of the surgeon a young expectant mother, nineteen years of age, whose intestines were torn by the blast of a bomb. She was only a few days before childbirth. We never knew who her husband and her family were, and she was buried, a woman unknown, in the common grave with the fallen soldiers.

That night I tended also two gentle old people, Mr and Mrs N., both of them wounded in the eyes; each had lost one eye, and we did not know if the other eye could be saved. After their wounds were dressed they sat quietly on a bench in the corridor, holding hands and whispering words of encouragement to each other.

The stream of the wounded never ceased. We had to leave the dying in the corridors, as there was no room in any of the wards. Those whom we were able to attend in the improvised operating-theatre we were obliged to place on the floor with a bundle of clothing under their heads. There were so many of them that it became difficult to move about.

Thus the night passed, and the day came, but still the terrible attack was continued without interruption. Warsaw was burning, our hospital was in flames, the windows were smashed, the doors blown in, and there was neither light nor water nor food. The second night of terror passed, and the bombardment of the city never ceased for a moment. We lost all sense of time, and neither minutes nor hours had any significance for this crumbling and collapsing hospital, in which there was no room for the living or the wounded or the dying. Everything became unreal, except the urge to go on tending the human wreckage with which the hospital was choked.

At last, on the third day at 11 a.m., the bombing and the bombardment ceased quite suddenly. Everyone was seized with amazement and terror. I was at the moment in the corridor in which all the dying were placed in rows – long rows of more than a hundred yards of mutilated bodies of soldiers, women and children.

I walked or rather jerked my way among the bodies, to close the eyes of one who had just died, or to hold the head of another who was about to die. Some time after the bombardment ceased it became lighter, and it was then that I saw the most terrible sight – a river of blood literally flowing down the corridor, washing the bodies of the dead, dying, and still living martyrs. The pale light of day entered through the ragged gaps of the broken windows and illuminated the corridor with its rows of shattered bodies. Here lay a little girl beside an aged, white-haired woman – there a soldier beside an old workman in his dungarees. Old and young, children and adults, men and women, all mercilessly murdered.

Jadwiga Sosnkowska

In mid-September, Russia – which had signed a non-aggression treaty with Germany the previous month – also invaded Poland, which was defeated in less than four weeks and partitioned by Hitler and Stalin.

Harold Nicolson, the author and husband of Vita Sackville-West, was the MP for West Leicester. Like many of his constituents, he was increasingly despondent at the turn of events.

17 SEPTEMBER 1939

Write my Spectator article. At 11 a.m. (a bad hour) Vita comes to tell me that Russia has invaded Poland and is striking towards Vilna. We are so dumbfounded by this news that there is a wave of despair over Sissinghurst. I do not think that the Russians will go beyond her old frontier or will wish to declare war on us. But of course it is a terrific blow and makes our victory even more uncertain.

Let me review the situation. It may be that within a few days we shall have Germany, Russia and Japan against us. It may be that Rumania will be subjugated and that the Greeks and Yugoslavs will succumb to Germany. The Baltic and the Scandinavian states will be too frightened to do anything. Holland, Belgium and Switzerland will have to capitulate. Thus the Axis will rule Europe, the Mediterranean and the Far East. Faced by such a combine, France may make her terms. Hitler is then in the position of Napoleon after Austerlitz, with the important difference that whereas we were then in command of the seas, our command of the seas is not now absolute. It is not so much a question of us encircling and blockading Germany; it is a question of them encircling and blockading us. Japan might threaten our position in Australia and the Far East. Russia might threaten us in India. Italy might raise the Arab world. In a few days our whole position might collapse. Nothing could be more black.

And yet and yet, I still believe that if we have the will-power, we might win through. The Germans, who are diffident by nature, can scarcely believe in this fairy-tale. A single reverse and they will be overcome with nervous trepidation. Our position is one of grave danger. A generous offer of an immediate truce with the prospect of an eventual conference might tempt us sorely. But we shall not have a generous offer. What will happen? I suppose that there will be a German ultimatum and a Coalition Cabinet. Chamberlain must go. Churchill may be our Clemenceau or our Gambetta. To bed very miserable and alarmed.

Harold Nicolson

[image: image]

Sinking the Royal Oak

On 13 October the German submarine U-47 slipped into the Royal Navy’s base at Scapa Flow, in the Orkneys. Its captain, Gunther Prien, describes how he managed to sink the battleship Royal Oak.

… We are in Scapa Flow.

14.10.39. It is disgustingly light. The whole bay is lit up. To the south of Cava there is nothing. I go farther in. To port, I recognise the Hoxa Sound coastguard, to which in the next few minutes the boat must present itself as a target. In that event all would be lost; at present south of Cava no ships are to be seen, although visibility is extremely good. Hence decisions.

South of Cava there is no shipping, so before staking everything on success, all possible precautions must be taken. Therefore, turn to port is made. We proceed north by the coast. Two battleships are lying there at anchor, and further inshore, destroyers. Cruisers not visible, therefore attack on the big fellows.

Distance apart, 3,000 metres. Estimated depth, seven and a half metres. Impact firing. One torpedo fired on northern ship, two on southern. After a good three and a half minutes, a torpedo detonates on the northern ship; of the other two nothing is to be seen.

About! Torpedo fired from stern; in the bow two tubes are loaded; three torpedoes from the bow. After three tense minutes comes the detonation of the nearer ship. There is a loud explosion, roar, and rumbling. Then come columns of water, followed by columns of fire, and splinters fly through the air. The harbour springs to life. Destroyers are lit up, signalling starts on every side, and on land, 200 metres away from me, cars roar along the roads. A battleship had been sunk, a second damaged, and the other three torpedoes have gone to blazes. All the tubes are empty. I decide to withdraw, because: (1) With my periscopes I cannot conduct night attacks while submerged… (2) On a bright night I cannot manoeuvre unobserved in a calm sea. (3) I must assume that I was observed by the driver of a car which stopped opposite us, turned around, and drove off towards Scapa at top speed. (4) Nor can I go farther north, for there, well hidden from my sight, lie the destroyers which were previously dimly distinguishable.

At full speed both engines we withdraw. Everything is simple until we reach Skildaenoy Point. Then we have more trouble. It is now low tide. The current is against us. Engines at slow and dead slow; I attempt to get away. I must leave by the south through the narrows, because of the depth of the water. Things are again difficult. Course, 058°, slow – ten knots. I make no progress. At full speed I pass the southern blockship with nothing to spare. The helmsman does magnificently. Full speed ahead both, finally three-quarter speed and full ahead all out. Free of the blockships – ahead a mole! Hard over and again about, and at 02.15 we are once more outside. A pity that only one was destroyed. The torpedo misses I explain as due to faults of course, speed and drift. In tube 4, a misfire. The crew behaved splendidly throughout the operation.

Gunther Prien

Eight hundred and thirty-three members of the Royal Oak’s company were lost. The Royal Navy would get its revenge on Prien in March 1941, when U-47 was depth-charged and destroyed by Wolverine.
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In which we serve

In the early days of the war, the playwright Noël Coward was sent to Paris by what he called ‘Hush-Hush Headquarters’ to use his contacts for the benefit of Britain’s fledgling propaganda effort.

During those two hectic and exasperating weeks I decided to avail myself of Hookie Holland’s kind offer, and telephone to Dallas Brooks from the Ministère de la Marine to report progress. Feeling suitably mysterious, but without any noticeable disguise, I arrived at the Ministère after seven o’clock in the evening as Hookie had told me to do. No suspicious sentries challenged me and the whole operation was a good deal simpler than going into the Galeries Lafayette. There was a French PO in the outer office, to whom I said ‘Bom soir’ graciously; he replied with a grunt and made no attempt to prevent me from going into the inner office. I gave the special number to the telephone operator, upon which I heard a shrill scream of laughter and, to my intense surprise, was put through to the British Admiralty immediately. Whether or not the operator was laughing at my accent or at a book she was reading I shall never know. I was put through in a few seconds to Electra House, where Dallas Brooks answered the telephone himself. I at once embarked laboriously on the code he had given me. ‘This is Diplomat speaking,’ I said. (Diplomat was my code name.) To this he replied rather irascibly, ‘Who?’ ‘Diplomat,’ I said again slowly and clearly, and then went on with a rush to explain that I had interviewed ‘Lion’ (Sir Eric) and established successful contact with ‘Glory’ (Giraudoux), but had not yet been able to get into touch with ‘Triumph’ (Daladier), although I had had a charming interview with his Chef-du-Cabinet, whose name I was unable to divulge as we hadn’t got a code word for it – He interrupted me at this point by saying: ‘What the bloody hell are you talking about?’ Repressing my rising irritation I started from the beginning again, articulating very, very slowly as though I were talking to an idiot child. There was a pause and he said wearily: ‘It’s no good, old boy, I can’t understand a word.’ At this I really lost patience and explained to him the code, word for word. This foolhardy betrayal of an important secret must have shocked him immeasurably, because there was a moment of silence and then he hung up. I returned fuming to the hotel, where I typed out the whole thing in a letter which I marked ‘Secret, Confidential and Dull’.

Noël Coward
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The aniseed ball bomb

In the years of struggle ahead for the British, much would depend on the ingenuity of men such as Colonel Stuart Macrae, who was developing weaponry for irregular warfare. His first creation was the limpet mine.

Next day we started in on making our first ship-sinking device. Nobby created an experimental department by sweeping a load of rubbish and more children off a bench. We went shopping in Bedford and bought some large tin bowls from Woolworth’s. Some local tinsmith was cajoled into dropping all his other work and fashioning for us rims with annular grooves to fit these bowls and plates which could be screwed on to close these rims. The rims were sweated to the bowls and as many of the little horseshoe magnets as possible were packed into the annular grooves so that the pole pieces were exposed, these pole pieces then being lined up by simply placing a keeper ring over the whole lot. To secure the magnets in place we at first poured bitumen into the groove, but later found that plaster of Paris was a better answer.

The idea was to stuff this bowl full of blasting gelatine or some similar high explosive and then screw the lid in place so that the device was sealed. It had to be carried by a swimmer, so we contrived a belt consisting of a 4” wide steel plate, just long enough to span the magnet ring, to which were attached strips of webbing which could be tied round the swimmer’s waist. Obviously the swimmer must not be unduly handicapped by having to travel under water with this contrivance so we wanted it to weigh next to nothing when submerged. Eventually after using up all the porridge in the house in place of high explosive for filling, juggling about with weights and dimensions, and flooding Nobby’s bathroom on several occasions, we got this right.

Field trials were the next stage, and we carried them out in Bedford Public Baths which were closed to the public for these occasions. At the deep end we propped a large steel plate reasonably upright to represent the side of a ship and Nobby, who was an excellent swimmer, started his dummy runs. Nobby was exceedingly noble over this. Looking as if he were suffering from advanced pregnancy he would swim to and fro removing the device from his belt, turning it over, and plonking it on the target plate with great skill. We learnt a lot more than we had done in the bathroom. Our magnets were so powerful that when in the water it at first proved difficult to remove the mine from the keeper plate belt without the risk of rupturing oneself. So we had to experiment with various sizes of plate until we had one which gave the required hold and no more. The buoyancy too came in for adjustment as we found it advantageous to have slight positive buoyancy.

It took us only a few days to bring the development to this stage. We then had the basis of Jefferis’ magnetic mine which could be plated on the side of a ship by a clever fellow without much difficulty and would stay there provided the ship were not a wooden one and that it was not unduly encrusted with barnacles. We could only hope that the enemy kept his craft in decent condition. At a solemn ceremony back at the works, I christened this thing ‘The Limpet’ – a name which stuck. It is just as well it did, because quite a different device produced by the Germans later on was called a magnetic mine and this could have caused much confusion.

So far so good. The next thing to do was to devise a delayed action initiator which would cause this gadget to go bang in anything between half an hour and two hours after its installation. There was nothing on the market that would serve the purpose but it was simple enough to think up something. All we needed was a spring-loaded striker, maintained in the cocked position by a pellet soluble in water. When the pellet dissolved, the striker would be released to hit a cap to initiate a detonator which would explode a primer to explode the main charge.

All this was easy enough, but finding a suitable pellet was difficult. There were too many variables. The powder itself was the first one, and the degree to which it was compressed the second one. The temperature of the water made all the difference, and of course so did whether it were fresh water or sea water. Expert chemists were called in to find us the answer, but they failed. One day a pellet would dissolve at a rate which alarmed us and would no doubt have alarmed a Limpeteer. The next day, a similar one might take several hours over the job and we did not want that. There was some hope of a Limpet staying put on a stationary target and every chance of its getting washed off if the target moved off at 20 knots or so as it might well do in time.

One of Nobby’s children solved the problem for us. It was only a small one and, in sweeping it off the bench which it much preferred to its play pen, we upset it by knocking its bag of aniseed balls on to the floor. Whilst Nobby was doing a consoling act, I tried one of these sweets. It seemed to stay with me a long time, getting smaller and smaller with great regularity. After trying a couple himself Nobby agreed that this might well be the answer so we commandeered the remainder of the supply and started to experiment. I think I can safely claim to be the first man to drill holes in aniseed balls and devise a fitting to enable this to be done accurately and efficiently. We rigged up some of our igniters with these aniseed balls in place of soluble pellets and tried them out under various conditions. They behaved perfectly, and the next day the children of Bedford had to go without their aniseed balls. For not wishing to be held up for supplies we toured the town and bought the lot.

Stuart Macrae
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Struggling writer George Beardmore had recently been let go from his job at the BBC. He and his young family lived in Harrow, north London.

22 OCTOBER 1939

Yesterday was my first day of unemployment this year. Handed in my cards at the Milton Road Exchange, waiting two hours because of the crush, and got signed up. Tuesdays and Thursdays at 11.30 a.m., Box 8. Room crowded and more outside, but only about three other ‘jacket-men’, the rest artisans and labourers. Yesterday was also the signing-up day for all the 20/21 class but I didn’t see any of them and suppose they had been told to report elsewhere.

Sovereigns, if any, are now worth 39/6d. Hamley’s of Regent Street have their latest toy in the main window – ‘Build Your Own Maginot Line’. On show is a cross-section of the tiered dug-outs and little men in them doing a variety of duties, a blimp hung up from a lorry outside, and an advance patrol crawling through the heavily camouflaged country, meeting with heavy fire. All right, it’s only a toy, but a sudden realisation was brought home to me that, historically, purely defence-positions have never held out for long. Or hasn’t the French General Staff read Plutarch?

George Beardmore


Winter 1939–40

The Winter War

Helsinki bombed

Russia, seeking territory on the Baltic, invaded Finland on 29 November 1939. The Finns had an army of only 30,000, and a mere handful of tanks and aircraft. Nevertheless, despite their desperate situation, a Swedish journalist found that the Finns maintained an air of unflappability.

The Finns are a calm and immovable people, so calm and immovable that they often irritate even the Swedes, who after all are not among the impulsive races of Europe. Both Finns and Swedes are capable of developing a tremendous temperament when they have drunk a little too much; but in general the Finns are methodical, patient, and have a calf-like calmness. Under the present conditions these characteristics were extremely valuable. At the beginning of the war, at any rate, they used to go down into the trench shelters in the street, and into other ice-cold shelters, in a calm and orderly fashion when the sirens wailed and the bombers thundered above their heads. They walked with natural dignity and without hurry. During one of these bombing attacks I was sitting with a good friend of mine at lunch in a little restaurant in a Helsinki suburb. We had reached about half-way through a very tough beefsteak when the sirens began to wail. Without any particular hurry the middle-aged waitress moved forward to our table, seized our plates, and told us to follow her. In the kitchen she stuck a match-stick into my beefsteak. ‘We always do that, so as keep everybody’s portion separate,’ she said, as she put the plates in the oven. When this was done we continued at the same calm pace, with bombs exploding to the right and left of us, down into the potato-cellar just across the yard which functioned as an air-raid shelter. Our leader lit a candle and took down some knitting which was hanging on the wall in readiness. I had noticed that she had caught up a coarse comb before we left the kitchen and I asked her the reason for this. ‘Oh, that is just my “glass comb”.’ ‘What is a “glass comb”?’ ‘Well, during the first bombardments we noticed that the windows always broke into tiny, tiny splinters, which seemed to have a particular capacity for settling in the hair before we got down to the shelter. It is necessary to try to get the glass out of the hair as quickly as possible, otherwise it is dangerous. So now we always take a “glass comb” with us.’

On another occasion I saw an older man behind the counter of a gentlemen’s outfitting shop, where the windows had just been totally broken and the wall had crashed, carrying on the business half an hour after the ‘all clear’ had sounded. This ‘business-as-usual’ principle was applied throughout Helsinki without any exception. In the Technical High School, where the drifting snow came in through the roof of the laboratories and the retorts and other chemical apparatus were covered with snow, the students continued their work in the cellars. The rector wrote out his engineering diplomas for examinations passed from a little room in the porter’s lodge. He issued about twenty diplomas between the 30th of November, when the institute was bombed, and the end of the year. This unshakable calm permeated everything. It was to be met with in the primitive shelters, where the children sat in rows with pens or combs between their teeth for the sake of their ear-drums, as they had been told to do. No one showed any alarm even among the children. Once or twice during a particularly heavy attack I noticed older people telling them to sing, and then I heard the hymn Safe in the Arms of Jesus sung by shrill trebles to the accompaniment of exploding bombs and the hellish music of planes in the sky. The spiritual greatness of Helsinki during those days made the Swedish journalist feel very humble. He asked himself: ‘How would the inhabitants of Stockholm react in a similar situation? Those town-dwellers with their elegant, pleasant standards of living, their entire lack of personal experience of warlike conditions? Yes, how would they react if the catastrophe of war stared them in the face?’ I think myself that they would stand up to it.

Another phenomenon in Helsinki, from the spiritual point of view, was that all moroseness had entirely disappeared. The Finns are not a laughing nation. They are by nature taciturn and reserved. Let no one accuse me of belonging to those who think that a people cannot keep up its spiritual standard without now and again going through a war, but it was almost a miracle to see how the Finnish people had thawed. In the streets and in the market-places the cold was intense, but the hearts of the Finns seemed to grow warmer and warmer. It was delightful to see the spirit of happy comradeship which was met with in trams and buses, the impulsive helpfulness one to the other which was shown whenever people met. The war seemed to bring forth many fine traits which had not formerly been apparent in the Finnish people. Swedish Finns and pure Finns lived together as cordially as if there were no minority problem in the country. Social barriers fell and were destroyed. In its hour of testing Helsinki was the most friendly and helpful capital in Europe.

Sven Auren
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The Battle of the River Plate

Attacking the Graf Spee

By mid-December, the German pocket battleship Graf Spee had been on the loose in the Atlantic for four months and had sunk nine ships. She was eventually discovered by a force of three Royal Navy cruisers near the mouth of the River Plate, between Argentina and Uruguay. On 13 December, the Graf Spee’s captain, Hans Langsdorff, deciding that attack was the best form of defence, started the engagement which was to give the British their first significant naval victory of the war. Lt-Cdr Richard Washboum, a New Zealander, was a gunnery officer on board Achilles. His letter gives a vivid account of
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