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			Dedication

			In memory of Nigel McNair Scott (1945–2023),

			my oldest friend, who never failed to read my books,
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			A day’s trial by battle often reveals more of the essential nature of an army than a generation of peace
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			Introduction

			The year 2025 marks the eightieth anniversary of VE-Day, end of the Second World War in Europe. This is the last of such major commemorations to be attended by a handful of survivors of the old guard who were themselves participants in the greatest conflict in human history. I have written several big books addressing the macro-story of the struggle. This one is, instead, like my recent Operation Biting, a micro-study of the experience of a relatively small number of men, on a single day that was almost certainly the most memorable of their lives even if they were fortunate enough to survive long beyond it. What follows is the tale of a baptism of fire; of how thirty-five thousand British soldiers, few of whom had ever before heard a shot fired in anger, played a critical role in D-Day, most spectacular battlefield event of the Second World War in the West, when they landed on Sword beach and in the soon-to-be-adjoining 6th Airborne Division perimeter. Rather than reprising the ‘big picture’ of 6 June 1944, except where context is necessary, it focuses upon the impact of the novelty of extreme violence on the British Sword invaders. It fills in many pieces of the jigsaw on which I embarked several books ago, in exploring the countless strands of the Operation Overlord story.

			Participants in the previous global struggle, once they had joined the colours and completed training, were thereafter deployed in a theatre of war – for British soldiers, overwhelmingly the Western Front – where they remained until incapacity, death or the 1918 Armistice imposed a closure. In World War II the same was true for Russians and Germans. Likewise the sufferings of occupied and victim societies, in both Europe and Asia, continued uninterrupted until their liberation. Churchill’s people, however, enjoyed a relatively privileged experience. They were not occupied, though they sometimes thought themselves to be so – by three million Americans whom they hosted in 1943–44. They had enough to eat, even if rations offered few taste treats. Once the Luftwaffe blitz ended in 1941, until Hitler’s V-weapons began to descend on South-East England in June 1944, they were chiefly at risk from road accidents in the blackout, which for long periods killed more civilians than did enemy action.

			As for the eventual 2.92 million men of the British Army – a peak attained only briefly in June 1945 – while a minority served in the Mediterranean and Far East, more than half spent the four years between Dunkirk and D-Day training in England, unimaginably bored. Historians of the war devote most of their attention to action, which is understandable. In this book, however, before we hear the sounds and view the spectacle of the invaders’ collision with Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, I shall try to explain something of men’s lives and thoughts during the long years of inaction, before that battle was joined. They knew that the world around them was in flames, but day upon day and month after month, clad in itchy serge battledress, they themselves endured kit inspections, route marches and weapon training, leavened only by more food than was conceded to civilians and by the occasional moderate bliss of a weekend pass out of camp.

			When my narrative turns to the ‘longest day’, the invasion of North-West Europe, I focus exclusively upon events at the extreme eastern end of the fifty-mile D-Day front. Sword was the codename of one of the two beaches assaulted by British troops, the other being Gold, further west. Between them lay Juno, objective of a Canadian division, and beyond all three Omaha and Utah, the US Army’s appointed landing places. The three easterly names were chosen by Montgomery, with fish in mind but little sensitivity, since Juno was initially dubbed Jelly. The prime minister intervened, however, to insist that a more dignified codeword should be adopted for the Canadian beach, on which men were plainly destined to die. Those who landed on Sword and its adjoining paratroop drop zone were drawn from the 3rd Infantry and 6th Airborne divisions, together with commandos of the 1st and 4th Special Service Brigades. These formations had in common that the overwhelming majority of their men had never experienced sustained action – even most of those wearing green berets had met the enemy merely as raiders.

			In World War I, after the Western Front stabilized in November 1914 commanders adopted the practice of committing units newly arrived in France to serve a few weeks in a relatively quiet trench sector, to accustom them to the least intolerable aspects of war, before subjecting them to its extremities. On D-Day, by contrast, the men of 3 Div and the Airborne were precipitated direct from Britain, where they had spent four years playing at battle, headlong into its most hellish circumstances. In some cases the first shots which these civilians masquerading as soldiers heard fired in anger were also the last.

			Many found it almost as shocking to inflict injury or death as to suffer it. A few miles inland from the beach, a British commando NCO was confronted by a fifteen-year-old Wehrmacht prisoner from Graz, whom he had just shot in the stomach with his Bren gun and who was now screaming in agony. The corporal asked a Viennese Jewish interpreter the German word for ‘sorry’ – ‘verzeihung’ – which he then kept repeating to his victim, explaining that he had never shot anyone before. Next day this penitent novice in the craft of killing, one among thousands who had entered Normandy that morning, was himself killed.

			How did these virgin soldiers bear themselves? What manner of warriors did they show themselves to be? The modern legend of D-Day, strongly influenced by Steven Spielberg’s movie Saving Private Ryan and his TV mini-series Band of Brothers, purveys a sense that 6 June was a pre-eminently American story, which is not so. British and Canadian losses on D-Day were at least half those of the US Army, and contributed at least as much to the overall triumph. Richard Gale’s 6th Airborne Division suffered 17 per cent casualties and achieved a critical success, such as Arnhem’s more famous Operation Market Garden, four months later, did not.

			In my 1984 book Overlord, which explored the Normandy campaign from both sides, I wrote much about the German and American experiences. I shall not revisit their stories, nor my word-portraits of the command personalities, only recalling the doings of Rommel’s soldiers insofar as this is necessary to frame what happened to the British. My main purpose is to address relatively little people, in a detail that was unattainable in my earlier broad-brush books.

			Many published memoirs by old soldiers of all ranks bear scant relation to the record of events in which they participated. My understanding nonetheless benefits, I hope, from recollection of the many interviews with Normandy veterans which I carried out between 1981 and 1983, and then again in the early twenty-first century, when they were still hale and hearty. Oral history is unreliable on points of fact, but at its best conveys an incomparable sense of time and place, to lend colour and shade to a historian’s narrative. Among those associated with Sword whom I met were Patrick Hennessey of the 13th/18th Hussars; Arthur Heal, an engineer who played a significant role in the 1st Suffolks’ controversial assault on the Hillman strongpoint; German artillery officer Rudolf Schaaf and Werner Kortenhaus of 21st Panzer Division. I also recall a rough-shooting party in West Berkshire at which one of my fellow guests – the chairman of Lloyd’s as it happened – wore a faded camouflaged smock. I asked him where he had got it. He responded laconically: ‘with 6th Airborne on D-Day’. This was Sir Havelock ‘Hal’ Hudson, former adjutant of 9 Para, who on 6 June was severely wounded in the storming of the Germans’ Merville Battery, above Sword beach. Such men were ever after revered by their contemporaries, and it seems right that it was so.

			Many of those who landed from the air were delivered to the battlefield by glider. In our own, morbidly risk-averse era, we should retain a sense of awe that thousands entrusted their lives to these craft constructed of plywood and canvas, weighing seven tons fully loaded and frail as gigantic child’s toys. It defied probability that hundreds of such weird artefacts, unique to that brief season as tools of war, completed passages to France and offloaded cargoes of men and guns to engage the enemy.

			An important point about all battles, notably including the Sword invasion sector on 6 June, is understood by few people who have not attended a war. Memoirs, reports and war diaries chronicle what happened, but say little or nothing about what did not. They narrate violent incidents as if these took place in a continuous succession. Yet between conspicuous dramas most men on D-Day spent many minutes, and sometimes hours, doing nothing. They were awaiting decisions, orders, clearance of mines and wreckage, preparations for attacks. These intervals of inactivity, mostly enforced by circumstances rather than by choice, contributed critically to the relatively slow advances inland. Even some commandos, who moved fast, experienced pauses on their lines of march.

			Moreover, many units or sub-units stopped and went to ground as soon as they came under fire, in accordance with human instinct. Some quickly thereafter rose again and pressed on, but others reported themselves as ‘pinned down’ for relatively long periods while they awaited support from tanks or artillery, or merely hugged cover until they could be induced by their officers to renew an advance, at mortal peril. None of this represents abnormal behaviour, but an understanding of it is indispensable to grasping the way the story played out.

			D-Day was not, as our parents’ and grandparents’ generations of British, Canadian and American people fondly believed, the decisive event of World War II. Few modern historians dispute the claims upon that title of Stalingrad and other Eastern Front battles. But Operation Neptune/Overlord was the pre-eminent landmark of Britain’s struggle, because it represented the moment of resurrection, almost of rehabilitation, after all the defeats and humiliations which Churchill’s forces and, indeed, nation had suffered since 1940.

			El Alamein, in November 1942, in which were engaged only a tiny fraction of the forces then in collision on the Eastern Front or later in North-West Europe, remained the only battle of the war that a British imperial army won alone, unaided by US forces. But the landings on 6 June constituted a stupendous feat of planning, logistics, training, air and maritime organization – and courage – in which the British, for the last time in the war, played the dominant part, and in which we, their descendants, should continue to take just pride. I began to write Sword posing the same question that fills my mind when I embark upon every new book: what can I tell my readers about war, and about this aspect of this war in particular, which they do not know already? In what follows, I hope to provide some fair answers, not least to the whodunnit – or rather, whonotdunnit – of 3rd Division’s failure to fulfil Montgomery’s proclaimed purpose of reaching Caen on D-Day. No responsible historian claims that their work represents ‘the truth’. Sources are corrupted. Timings are often guesstimates. Even after eighty-one years judgements and conclusions must remain tentative. The best to which chroniclers like me can aspire is to offer fragments of truth, stabs at reality.

			In 1994, as editor of the Daily Telegraph, I commissioned our defence editor John Keegan to write a fiftieth anniversary study of Arnhem. In this he cast strictures – justly, I thought – upon the 1944 performance of some elements of 1st Airborne Division. A storm of shot and shell descended on Keegan from veterans. Figuratively battered and bruised, he came into my office and told me he would never write about Arnhem again as long as Gen. Sir John Hackett, a brigade commander in the battle, was still alive. My generation of writers must wryly confess that it has become easier to attempt brutally frank assessments of World War II events now that participants are no longer among us, to leap at our throats as once they did, when they believed that ‘young whippersnappers’ were traducing in print the honour or prowess of their regiments.

			One droll twenty-first-century reflection: D-Day was among the last great military events of history for which the narrative addresses the doings almost exclusively of men. That word recurs 561 times in the text that follows, while the word ‘women’ is used just four. The latter were important members of the supporting cast for the invasion back in England, but in Normandy on 6 June they served almost wholly as spectators and victims, such as was the unwilling fate of hundreds of millions of their gender through the Second World War. By contrast, when the stories are written of the wars of the present and future, women will feature prominently as armed participants, in a fashion that was almost unimaginable to those who fought in 1944.

			In this narrative I seek to explore above all human behaviour, rather than to detail each battlefield event in strict chronological succession. Thus, for instance, I mingle the sensations of men as they landed, heedless of the fact that some individuals cited may have experienced them minutes or even an hour or two apart. Stephen Fisher has recently published an impressively minute record of exactly what took place on, off, above and beyond Sword on the morning of 6 June. I am here, instead, attempting mostly to explore hows, whys and wherefores.

			What I can assuredly testify about the text which follows is that, as with every such work that I have researched and published since my first book on World War II appeared in 1979, in the two years of writing Sword I have learned much that still comes new and fascinating to me, as I hope it will appear likewise to readers, about the conduct of humankind at war.

			MAX HASTINGS

			Chilton Foliat, West Berkshire, and Datai, Langkawi, Malaysia

			February 2025

		

		
			Glossary

			AVRE Armoured Vehicle Royal Engineers – a ‘funny’ tank, most often a Churchill, fitted with specialized equipment such as a minesweeping flail, ‘scissors’ bridge, bombard or fascine. On D-Day ‘funnies’ were manned partly by Royal Engineers, partly by armoured regiments

			Bangalore torpedo A device invented in 1912 for blowing gaps in barbed wire, by locking together five-foot sections of explosive-filled tubing, then thrusting them beneath entanglements before detonation

			‘Blighty one’ A slang term carried over from 1914–18, signifying a soldier’s dream wound – severe enough to require repatriation to Britain while not inflicting lasting damage upon organs or limbs. Few men on battlefields were fortunate enough to secure these ideal passports home

			CO Commanding officer (2ic – his second-in-command)

			COPP Combined Operations Pilotage Parties – beach reconnaissance teams which operated in wetsuits

			CSM & RSM Company Sergeant-Major and Regimental Sergeant-Major

			DD Duplex-Drive Sherman tank modified to land from the sea, fitted with flotation screens and propellers. It was originally intended that the entire 27th Armoured Brigade should be equipped with DDs, but insufficient modified tanks proved to be available and thus only two squadrons of one regiment fought from them in the Sword sector

			D-Day The day appointed for the execution of any military operation, though since WWII the term has been inseparably identified with the invasion of Normandy on 6 June 1944

			Decorations Army officers were awarded MCs – Military Crosses – for conspicuous single acts of bravery, recipients being almost unfailingly deserving. The DSO – Distinguished Service Order – was most frequently awarded to unit commanding officers, sometimes to majors, for impressive leadership, though not all recipients’ awards received unanimous applause from their subordinates. Other Ranks were eligible for the DCM – Distinguished Conduct Medal – comparable to an officer’s DSO, or MM – Military Medal – equivalent to an MC. Almost all generals commanding divisions or corps were sooner or later awarded KCBs – Knighthoods of the Bath – unless they fell foul of their commanders-in-chief

			Firefly One troop in each squadron of many British armoured regiments was armed with a 17-pdr gun, which packed a much more deadly punch against enemy armour than did the usual 75mms fitted to most Shermans

			FOB Naval gunnery Forward Observer Bombardment, accompanying infantry, radioing target orders to offshore warships

			FOO Artillery Forward Observation Officer who accompanied each infantry battalion, radioing target orders to army gun batteries

			Grenades All WWII armies used explosive grenades in huge numbers both in defence and attack. The standard British version was the Mills bomb, introduced in 1915 and afterwards modified into the 36 Grenade, which remained in service until 1972–2021 with the Indian Army. A good man could throw a 36 15–25 yards, and on its detonation fragments might be lethal up to 100 yards, though fortunate soldiers often survived within ten yards. Before going into action men unscrewed the bases of their grenades and inserted primers attached by fuses to detonators. Ahead of use a soldier pulled the ring of the safety pin which restrained a lever that guarded a spring-loaded striker, which banged down onto the primer while the lever flew free. In 1940, a man had seven seconds thereafter before his bomb exploded, but this was shortened to four seconds when it was found that the longer interval allowed the enemy to throw grenades back before they exploded. Butter-fingered soldiers not infrequently killed themselves or their comrades by dropping grenades after pulling the pins, or throwing them short. The Germans meanwhile employed so-called stick grenades, M24s detonated by a pull-cord in the wooden handles, which could be thrown further, but were clumsier to carry.

			Heer German word for army, thus the men defending Normandy – except the Waffen SS – were properly referred to as the Heer, whereas the term Wehrmacht embraced Hitler’s entire armed forces

			H-Hour The time appointed for the execution of any military operation, which of course had special significance on 6 June 1944

			LCA Landing-Craft Assault – a wooden vessel 13½ tons loaded, capacity 36 men, used to transfer assault troops from ships to shore

			LCT Landing-Craft Tank – 286 tons unladen, capacity 4–5 tanks

			LSI Landing-Ship Infantry – a larger assault vessel, fitted with gangways descending parallel on each quarter of the bows, to be lowered onto beaches

			LST Landing-Ship Tank – a large transport vessel, 1,475 tons unladen, carrying 20 Sherman tanks or 70–120 vehicles. The RN used 59 of them for Neptune, though not in the initial assault phase

			LZ Landing Zone for airborne troops

			MG34 & 42 The two commonest models of belt-fed German machine-gun, known to every Allied soldier as Spandaus, and superior to any comparable weapons in British hands, because of their higher rate of fire and handiness. Some German strongpoints on D-Day, however, were armed with old French or Czech automatic weapons

			NAAFI Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes, the company which since 1920 has run canteens for the armed forces

			NCO Non-Commissioned Officer, most commonly a sergeant, corporal or lance-corporal, chief among whom were sergeant-majors, designated as Warrant Officers

			NEPTUNE Codename for the initial landings in Normandy, today less familiar than OVERLORD, codename for the entire air/land/sea operation to liberate North-West Europe

			‘O’ Group Assembly of officers by a CO in the field, to give orders for an imminent operation

			PIAT Projector, Infantry, Anti-Tank – a crude spring-loaded weapon which propelled an armour-piercing bomb up to fifty yards on a good day

			RV Rendezvous or agreed meeting point in a military operation

			SHAEF Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force

			Acronyms are inescapable in such a narrative as this, but the list above is designedly limited.

			Some regiments were customarily identified by British soldiers through acronyms – for instance, the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry were known as the KSLI, the King’s Own Scottish Borderers as the KOSB, the East Riding Yeomanry as the ERY, and so on. Below, however, wherever possible I favour referring to such units as Shropshires, Borderers or East Ridings, to minimize acronyms.

			All timings in the text are given by the twenty-four-hour clock, thus 9 a.m. is 0900, and so on.

		

		
			1

			Garrisoning Britain

			1 ‘WAR SEEMS TO BE MOSTLY HANGING AROUND’

			In June 1940, following the fall of France, the men of the defeated British Army found themselves languishing at home, almost bereft of arms, vehicles and equipment. They had no notion of when, where or even whether they would fight again. During the years that followed tens of thousands of them, along with new recruits in proportion, were dispatched to the Mediterranean or Far East, to participate in Britain’s little campaigns against the Italians, Germans or Japanese. More than half of all the King’s soldiers, however, including the 3rd Infantry Division which, under Sir Bernard Montgomery’s command, had served as part of the British Expeditionary Force on the continent, lingered in their beleaguered island.

			At first they formed a garrison, deployed to defend Churchill’s people against threatened Nazi invasion. Major Charles Boycott of the 1st Suffolks cherished the memory of a visit to his unit by the prime minister in the summer of 1940. Churchill stuck a mischievous thumb in the wet concrete of one of their new pillboxes, inscribing his initials WSC. Later in those dark days, Britain’s leader delivered one of his greatest BBC broadcasts, to the people of occupied France on 21 October. ‘Goodnight, then,’ said Churchill, bidding farewell to his broken-spirited wireless audience across the Channel. ‘Sleep to gather strength for the morning, for the morning will come. Brightly will it shine on the brave and true, and kindly on all who suffer for the cause, and gloriously upon the tombs of heroes. Thus shall shine the dawn.’

			Yet almost four apparently interminable years were to pass, before Churchill’s great vision of liberation started to be fulfilled, and Charles Boycott, still serving with 3rd Division, became one of the men who landed on Sword beach. Another such officer was Major John Rex, a forty-year-old World War I veteran, who between 1919 and 1939 had been a civilian – an accountant. Rex wrote bleakly of his own fatalism after Dunkirk: ‘The future! There seemed no future.’ Their days were devoted to marching, range-firing, exercising for the mystical event which, as early as June 1941, began to be spoken of as ‘the Second Front’. This was to be the invasion of Europe, focus of debate, frustration, argument and apprehensive excitement from the humblest pubs in Britain to the conference chambers of the Allied warlords. The ‘First Front’ was, of course, the struggle which began that same June, between the rival masses of Russia and Germany.

			An officer cadet who passed out of Sandhurst in 1943, aged nineteen, was thrilled to find himself joining a tank unit in time to participate in the main event of the Western war. He wrote in the third person: ‘For the past two years the invasion had dominated his life. The rest of the war – in Africa, Burma, the Pacific – was a sideshow … He had no idea when the invasion was going to be, but now at least he would make it.’ Keith Douglas, another such youthful addition to the army, was more equivocal in his mingled apprehension and curiosity. He sent a verse to a woman friend during his training:

			And when I prepare to die behind my gun

			I shall not glow with fervour like a sun

			Then, whatever will restrain

			the coward reasoning closely in my brain

			I think it will be that I am mad to see

			the whole performance and what the end will be.

			This last ambition – for personal survival – represented a privilege to which all humankind aspired. Though the likes of Douglas had unwillingly donned battledress ‘for the duration’, and subsequently played minuscule warrior parts as best they could, their distant vision was not of winning martial glory, but instead of completing an unwelcome duty, so that they could return to their ‘real’ lives in offices and factories, homes and schools, on beaches where they might build sandcastles with the children they dreamed of fathering. This was an outcome which more than a few would be denied, including Keith Douglas. Another aspiring poet, Sidney Keyes, wrote likewise before he was killed in 1943, aged twenty-one: ‘I am the man who looked for peace and found/My own eyes barbed/I am the man who groped for words and found/An arrow in my hand.’

			Many British people between 1940 and 1944 noticed that the happiest men in army uniforms were the Home Guard, elderly dugouts in whom part-time local duty instilled a sense of purpose, and of comradeship, absent from most of their civilian lives. By contrast it is hard to overstate the frustration suffered by British soldiers of the garrison army during those years between the expulsion from France and the return to it. They had been plucked from mostly humdrum but at least sheltered civilian lives, jobs and families, in which they enjoyed the supreme luxury of personal choice, to experience season after season of sun, rain, snow and mud in hutted encampments or on wasteland training areas, often in the company of men with whom they had little sympathy, rehearsing the skills of battle yet denied the chance to practise them. Early in 1942 Ron Lane’s colonel paraded his battalion of 3 Div and announced enthusiastically: ‘This division has been chosen to spearhead the invasion of France. Just when that will be, we do not know. So we have a new role to play and a lot of new things to learn.’ One of Lane’s comrades in the tracked carrier platoon said: ‘Looks as if we are booked for a hot number!’ For weeks and even months, the supposed imminence of action lent urgency and excitement to their training. But as the months stretched into years, how could not disillusionment set in? Tobruk and Alamein, Stalingrad and Kursk, Sicily and Salerno came and went, yet in England men repeated the same routines, fatigues, exercises, drills. ‘War seems to be mostly hanging around,’ said a rueful 1941 commando officer in Evelyn Waugh’s contemporary fictional portrait of those days.

			Wartime armies are fundamentally uncivilized institutions, because their business is to organize and condition men towards doing an unnatural thing – killing each other in the most uncomfortable imaginable circumstances. ‘Training,’ wrote Len Waller, ‘was designed to transform sloppy civilians into soldiers. It wasn’t done by kindness, either. We were marched and yelled at up and down the barrack square. We were cursed, humiliated, degraded and worked until we were fit to drop. At the end of each day we were allowed to relax by sitting beside our beds polishing and burnishing a bewildering array of equipment.’ The armed forces communicated in a strange language of acronyms, which spilled over into civilian Britain: Tommy Handley’s vastly popular BBC radio show was called ITMA – It’s That Man Again. A generation including King George VI learned to laugh at his admonition NCTWWASBE – ‘Never Clean The Window With A Soft-Boiled Egg’. They bid farewell to each other with one of the show’s catchphrases ‘TTFN’ – ‘Ta-Ta For Now’. Such were, indeed, the last letters spelled out to loved ones by many men posted overseas, some saying TT not merely ‘for now’.

			Ghosts from India haunted British barracks. When seventeen-year-old Patrick Hennessey joined the 13th/18th Hussars direct from his tank training at Bovington, he met a friendliness that pleasantly surprised him, but old soldiers spoke a language which the Londoner found hard to interpret, ‘ungrammatical English laced with infusions of pidgin Hindi. “Got any muckin for this rooti?” meant “Have you any butter for this bread?”, or “Shove some pani in me piala” would be an invitation to “put some water into a man’s cup”. A “bundook” was a rifle and “Kitna budgi hi?” meant “What’s the time?”’ The 1st Norfolks’ Major Humphrey Wilson once sought to communicate with a cluster of foreigners, then turned away and said to a comrade in real or assumed disgust: ‘Eric, these bloody fools can’t even speak their own language!’ Wilson, who had served for years in India, was addressing Frenchmen in Urdu.

			Liverpudlian Royal Engineer George Duncan returned from the continent in 1940 on an Isle of Man ferry which he boarded from the Dunkirk mole. In the ensuing four years, he was shuffled around Britain at three-monthly intervals, nowhere permitted to settle. Richard Todd, a doctor’s son from West Devon born in 1919, went to Sandhurst in 1940 to transform himself from a budding actor into an army officer, and was asleep one night when the college received a near-miss from a Luftwaffe bomb. Five cadets were killed and Todd suffered puncture wounds. Next he spent two years defending Iceland, and many months bombarding the authorities with applications to join the Commandos or Airborne Forces. He wrote despairingly: ‘In the summer of 1943 my three years’ army service had had little impact on the course of the war … I had never seen a shot fired in battle … I had been wounded in my pyjamas and stuck on a scree slope … I was beginning to feel a fraud.’

			Another soldier wrote of how army life made him feel a lesser creature: ‘To thrive on a few encouraging words from an unthinking oaf in authority, to delight in a cup of bad tea and a cigarette snatched between parades, to laugh inordinately at clumsy humour or to be moved almost to tears by another’s misfortunes – these were not the natural preoccupations of a mature and fairly experienced mind, yet in all those years they were mine. I was wholly lost in that life, following it with all I had of capacity to experience.’ The novelist Anthony Powell, who served as an elderly subaltern with an infantry division training in a remote corner of the British island, wrote of ‘that terrible, recurrent army dejection, the sensation that no one cares a halfpenny whether you live or die’. The routines of all units were periodically punctuated by suicides.

			Military service ennobled a few men, but immersed and sometimes submerged many more. John Phillips, a graphic artist transformed into an artillery driver, wrote to his wife Peggie after a leave: ‘Uniform does something to you. I hope it isn’t permanent. In that hotel room I felt quite shy with you … not quite myself.’ A soldier penned a 1940 magazine article about leave, and how dreams of it filled the waking hours of himself and his comrades. But ‘when we did at last get our forty-eight [hour passes] … we realized the revolutionary truth. There is no such thing as leave … War follows you around … On the platform of the London terminus it is waiting there to meet you, and as you round the bend of the village street you come face to face with it again. You encounter it in the eyes of your civilian friends. The burr-burr of the telephone in the empty room of the girl who has gone away convinces you.’ There was an enduring popular fallacy that mess tea and cocoa were laced with some substance which curbed soldiers’ interest in sex. Len Waller decided there must be something in this after spending a week’s compassionate leave at home. His wife said she had been ‘very disappointed in my prowess as a lover’.

			Many of the young of that generation knew nothing of such things, however. In 1939 Stan Bridgen was an eighteen-year-old trainee accountant who lived at home with his parents in Balham. He confessed: ‘I was very immature and inexperienced, for I had never had a girlfriend, never travelled more than sixty miles from my home and had a very limited social life because I spent a lot of time studying.’ The biggest excitement in Bridgen’s peacetime life was playing rugby on Saturdays. By 1942, he was nonetheless a subaltern in the Royal Artillery. Londoner Reg Blake, who would helm a landing-craft into Sword beach, joined the Royal Marines when he reached eighteen, after selling his beloved bike to a friend for three pounds. He shook hands with his father in farewell – ‘None of this modern hugging and kissing in those days!’, but there were tears in both their eyes. Blake hated abandoning at home a tweed sports jacket in which he took pride. He never wore it again, however, because after a few months’ military service he filled out so much.

			Finlay Campbell, a stiffly proud young Scot conscripted in 1941 and thereafter a signaller, felt almost permanently dejected: ‘I did not like being shouted at.’ Appalled by barrack-room language, ‘I was surrounded by Englishmen who had barely heard of Scotland and regarded me as a foreigner.’ Campbell seriously considered desertion. Some men were, of course, merely relieved to find themselves enjoying ‘cushy billets’ in England, spared from shot and shell. Those whose peacetime lives had been impoverished and deprived in the pre-war years of the economic depression were sufficiently content to find themselves housed, fed and clothed, with no responsibility save to obey orders. Motor mechanic Albert Griffiths had been summoned to the army in 1939, then married his girlfriend Edna on his twenty-first birthday. They were, he wrote long after, ‘two kids, a two-shillings-a-day soldier and his twenty-year-old bride, without a care in the world or a troubled thought for the future, sublimely happy at being married’ and thus – let us be frank – to have legitimate access to sex.

			Officers and their loved ones were not excluded from such yearnings. When Lt. Robin Dunn was posted to North Africa in 1941, he told his girlfriend that he doubted whether they should get married before he sailed, because he might not come back. She demurred, and they agreed on an immediate wedding: ‘Judy thought that if the worst happened, she would prefer to be a widow rather than someone whose fiancé had been killed.’ By the time Dunn returned wounded from North Africa, destined for Sword beach, he was father of a daughter.

			Albert Griffiths later looked back on his week-long honeymoon as one of the happiest periods of his life. Though he served briefly in the chaos of 1940 France, afterwards he experienced three blissful wartime Christmases at home with Edna and their baby son, while attached to armoured units that went nowhere. He rejected offers of promotion, to diminish his chances of being posted overseas – of engaging the enemy. His haven of tranquillity was rudely assaulted in 1943, however, when his mother warned him that his adored wife had changed her name to Jean and was cavorting with Americans. Griffiths secured compassionate leave to hasten home for a showdown with his spouse, and ‘left her in no doubt what would become of her, if she stepped out of line again … I was very naïve and unworldly wise.’ Somehow their marriage staggered on, as did many difficult wartime near-disunions, afflicted by the loneliness of one or both partners. Griffiths shouldered uneventful and relatively comfortable service until he landed on Sword beach in 1944, his condition rendered more tolerable because, in pre-war civilian life, he had so little.

			Divisional commander Percy Hobart wrote to his wife: ‘I’ve just been looking through the Compassionate file for Feb. Dozens of cases of pitiful trouble. Officers and men. Dependent invalid mothers: ruined small businesses: arrears of rent: bombed homes: sick wives and families with no home: hopeless loads of overdue instalments for rent or furniture on the instalment system: divorces: unfaithfulness: wife and children gone and not known where etc. etc.’

			Most garrison soldiers yearned inexpressibly for useful activity – a chance to play a role that might advance themselves as well as their country up the path towards ending this interminable nightmare; to bring closer the defeat of the enemy, which alone could enable them to return to their real lives and jobs, their women and children, cosiness and comforts. Major John Howard of the Ox & Bucks Light Infantry, who on D-Day would undertake one of the invaders’ most dramatic roles, struggled for years beforehand to assuage his company’s boredom, the weary repetitiveness of its daily routines, which in 1942–43 seriously corroded its morale. One of his men, Private Wally Parr, had joined the army at sixteen in February 1941 and been chafing ever since: ‘Never doing a damn thing that really mattered. Putting up barbed wire, taking it down again the next day, moving it … never fired a rifle.’ Many commanding officers addressed this problem by setting their young men incessant physical challenges designed to tire them out. Howard’s battalion was once sent for two months’ cliff-climbing in Devonshire, then ordered to march 130 miles back to their barracks at Bulford. A young officer succumbed to such ecstasies of indifference during a lecture on how best to combat German tanks that he occupied the session creating an enchanting satirical study in his SO 223 army notebook. This was Rex Whistler, whom a German tank would kill in Normandy.

			[image: An illustration featuring a tank with a domed top and a flag, driving over a bridge. Below, the bridge has a face with eyes and a mouth as a river flows through it. The river leads to an underground tunnel with a creature resembling a large eye and tentacles. Handwritten text includes phrases like “Double Enter” and “Flood Tunnel,” suggesting fantastical elements.]

			Only seven officers and 230 other ranks of the East Riding Yeomanry, few of them from its fighting squadrons, mustered back in England after Dunkirk. They were ‘tired, disillusioned and dispirited’ in the words of a survivor, but provided a nucleus around which the regiment slowly reformed. The Yeomanry, a nationwide volunteer cavalry force with units recruited within county boundaries and loyalties, which trained at weekends, was a throwback to the Napoleonic Wars. The novelist Walter Scott, himself an old Yeoman, wrote sentimentally in 1826: ‘It kept up a spirit of harmony between the proprietors of land and the occupiers, and made them known to and almost beloved by each other; and it gave to the young men a sort of military and high-spirited character which always does honour to a country.’

			[image: Battlefield supplies laid out in a diagram: sword, belt, bibler, helmet, respirator, mug, and blankets.]

			Whistler’s sketch of a bed kit lay-out

			Even in the twentieth century, many of the Yeomanry’s officers were landowners and foxhunters; some of the other ranks tenants on their estates. Its character and traditions sustained a useful cohesion when they went to war. After its regiments were obliged to abandon their horses in favour of tanks in 1941, however, sceptics felt that for all the courage they often displayed on the battlefield, in the armoured role they lacked the professionalism of the Royal Tank Regiment. Be that as it may, the Yeomanry had played a significant role in the North African desert campaigns and would do likewise in North-West Europe, their proficiency increasing. Among themselves, however, even in 1944 they often referred to their tanks as ‘horses’, crews as ‘jockeys’.

			In the years before D-Day the East Ridings, like every Home Forces unit, found themselves repeatedly and apparently mindlessly transferred from camp to camp, county to county. Their ranks were combed to provide drafts of skilled specialists – drivers, signallers, gunners – for units fighting overseas. A popular and respected colonel quit in 1943, having insisted upon a transfer to ‘a more active theatre of war’. His regiment would eventually land on Sword, but only after four years in limbo.

			Those not serving in operational areas were granted a week’s leave every three months, plus a day for travelling, and one additional forty-eight-hour pass. Planning for these yearned-for events became an obsession. A soldier wrote to his wife in an attempt to plan a transitory hour together near Waterloo Station when moving from a camp in Kent to another on Salisbury Plain: ‘I can’t get a room for you on Thursday. It’s New Year’s Eve and everywhere is full. We could have dinner together. You could come by a train which leaves Victoria at 5.18 and catch one back which arrives at 10.15 … If you stayed the night we should only have ½ an hour together … it’s all a bit risky because one never knows what ghastly thing will turn up. I asked the sergeant if he thought I’d get away by 6.30 on Thursday and he said he’ll fix it (but he might not be about that day). If I am not on the platform go to the hotel – it’s called the Royal Star – about 10 minutes’ walk from the station. I’ve booked a table for dinner at 7. Start if I don’t turn up and if I’m not there by 8.15 … take the train back.’

			2 OFFICERS AND ‘OTHER RANKS’

			Then there was leadership, a vital component of morale. When the war began the British Army had 14,000 Regular and 19,000 Territorial officers. Thereafter, almost a quarter of a million more men were commissioned. Almost all unit commanding officers, lieutenant-colonels, were pre-war regulars, aged around forty, though later, under the stress of battle casualties, this could sometimes fall to twenty-five. The overwhelming majority of their subordinates, however, were civilians in uniform. A disproportionate one-third of officers had attended public rather than state schools, a reminder that class remained alive and well in wartime Britain.

			A minority treated their men with easy familiarity. Private Len Waller was impressed as well as delighted that off duty his company commander allowed him to listen to the classical music which he loved in the officers’ quarters. On 24 April 1944 a long-serving forty-year-old major in the East Yorks, the exuberant, unaffectedly eccentric yet fatherly Charles ‘Banger’ King, wrote to his batman’s mother: ‘Thank you for your kindness in doing my washing. As a bachelor I haven’t any family worries, but I feel that it’s up to me to get as many of my company through this business as I can. The men take the place of a family in my estimation. I have never cared very much what the higher authorities think (which is probably why I’m only a major) and you can be sure that I won’t lead your son or any of my company into any damn suicide act. We are a very happy company – and quite efficient too, which is the best protection your son could have.’ If King’s words were sentimental, their obvious sincerity seems moving. When he received a small legacy, he used some of the money to buy his entire company a drink.

			Men respected and indeed loved considerate and courageous officers such as King. They deplored cowardly ones but hated those, of which every unit had at least a small quota, who appeared eager to win medals or promotions on the back of their soldiers’ sacrifices. One of Montgomery’s divisional commanders in Normandy, G.I. Thomas, became known to his subordinates as ‘Butcher’ Thomas or von Thoma, because of his supposed indifference to their casualties.

			Most officers sustained a distance from their men. Soldiers in many units complained that they seldom glimpsed their CO, and some did not even know his name. Gen. Sir Ronald Adam, the adjutant-general who proved the most imaginative British military administrator of World War II, believed officer training units did too little to teach leadership, seeking instead to produce ‘the perfect private soldier’, schooled to prize obedience – compliance – above thinking for himself. Huw Wheldon of 6th Airborne Division, despite being commissioned, harboured a distaste for his caste, ‘the silly snobbishness about the whole system of officerdom in the British army … Young gents with nonsense-caps and bad taste & coarse manners and offensive habits & tiresome ways … sparrow-gents … They want a new sort of material, but an old sort of officer, with the result that they pick very largely on clerk types who say “endeavour” instead of “try” and “require” instead of “want” … These English semi-people are no good.’

			Wheldon himself sprang from a literate and musical Welsh family – he complained to his battalion chaplain about the low standard of hymn-singing on church parades. He was among many who endured mountainous boredom between 1940 and D-Day, writing glumly: ‘In khaki men have nothing except faces. Faces over tea & beer with cigarettes stuck into them. A species, like monkeys or sparrows.’ Wheldon incurred suspicion for his alleged ‘Bolshie’ sentiments, for calling Churchill a mountebank ‘which he certainly is in my opinion’, and deriding his commanding officer’s mindless perusals of Tatler and the Daily Sketch.

			Many officers of the wartime army discovered that their default condition, especially on the battlefield, was anxiety. A lieutenant in his late thirties who had been commissioned in 1940 wrote: ‘The proliferating responsibilities of an infantry officer, simple in themselves, yet, if properly carried out, formidable in their minutiae, impose a strain in wartime even on those to whom they are a lifelong professional habit; the excruciating boredom of exclusively male society is particularly irksome in areas at once remote from war, yet oppressed by war conditions. Like a million others, I missed my wife, wearied of the officers and men around me, grew to loathe a post wanting even the consolation that one was required to be brave.’

			A soldier of the Home Army who went absent without leave to visit his wife after she gave birth prematurely was marched back to barracks by military police and hauled before his crudely insensitive young company commander who said on hearing the story: ‘Well! Two pounds! [weight] She’ll probably be some sort of imbecile.’ Only when a senior officer intervened was the father granted four days’ compassionate leave and disciplinary charges against him withdrawn.

			Every officer had his batman or personal servant, which today seems a gross anachronism. Yet there were good military reasons for maintaining the practice. On the battlefield, along with duties of command came endless responsibilities that did not trouble private soldiers: reconnoitring ground, supervising weapons and defences, attending and conducting ‘orders groups’, monitoring wireless traffic, censoring men’s mail, inspecting weapons and feet. Few conscientious officers in contact with the enemy achieved more than two or three hours’ sleep a night. It was far more useful to the war effort to assign a private soldier to clean kit for ‘his’ officer, dig a slit trench, cook the rations, fix a bivouac, than to demand that the platoon or company commander did so, in obeisance to democratic correctness.

			A class of cadets under instruction in 1936 were told by their commandant: ‘The qualities required by an officer are courage, physical fitness and brains – in that order!’ Not much changed in the following decade. Huw Wheldon wrote to his father deploring his new CO: ‘Another utterly incredible appointment – a pig-eyed lout of a chap with the legs of a mastodon & the thoroughly credible reputation of having the brains of a hen.’ Wheldon eventually transferred to 1st Royal Ulster Rifles, a unit of 6th Airborne Division, and by 1944 was second-in-command of a company, with a reputation for having the loudest voice in his brigade. Despite the strictures above, the British Army’s officers, like their men, were a mingling of the good, the bad and the ugly, such as characterizes all mankind.

			Infantry bore the brunt of ground fighting, and there were never enough of them, because an overwhelming majority of those in uniform fulfilled support functions, far from the sharp end. For these latter, though classified as soldiers, in the memorable words of John Ellis, ‘the war was merely foreign travel tempered by excessive regimentation’. Rifle companies would dominate the confrontation with the German coastal defences on D-Day itself, until tanks secured space to manoeuvre. Less than a third of the men in a 15,000-strong infantry division were combatants. But as David French has written, ‘Their significance was out of all proportion to their numbers, for if they were unwilling or unable to advance in the face of the enemy, the whole army stalled.’

			It was difficult for the ‘teeth arms’ to secure their rightful share of the nation’s brightest and best. Almost no one, on being conscripted, chose to wear boots and berets, far less to carry a rifle – they sought instead to join the Royal Navy or RAF. John Phillips again: ‘Getting involved in this army business does seem an awful waste of time. If I can come out of it a stronger and better person, that’ll be something. But it is very maddening to be a protected, trained animal with no ideas or responsibilities, just fed at regular intervals, allowed out at regular intervals, while you’ – his wife Peggie – ‘have to do everything worth doing, keep the home going on next to nothing, look after the well-being of the children.’

			Des Chamberlain, once he found himself unwillingly drafted into the army, hastened to become a signals craftsman: ‘The general fear was to end up in the infantry – without a trade, that was it.’ Chamberlain would land on Sword beach, but only behind the assault troops, at the wheel of a six-ton truck. The 3rd Division on D-Day boasted 2,603 vehicles including motorbikes, and in consequence much of its manpower, its most technically skilled personnel, were committed to mechanical support functions, rather than to shooting at Germans.

			Among all the branches of the army, while signallers received the longest period of training, ten months, infantrymen received the shortest, ten weeks. They were taught only the arts deemed necessary to march, shoot and die. Towards the end of the war when manpower shortages turned desperate, some redundant RAF and navy personnel were compulsorily transferred to the army. Officers immediately noticed how much more physically impressive were these recruits than veteran infantrymen, who stood on average half an inch shorter than sailors, airmen or soldiers serving in specialist roles.

			The nation’s keenest, strongest and best men volunteered for the armed forces early in the war. Many of those who came later were less impressive. Of 710,000 recruits who joined up after July 1942 only 6 per cent were deemed fit to be officers, and about the same proportion were classified as NCO material. By July 1944, this percentage had fallen to 4.2 per cent. Just a quarter of all British soldiers had some secondary education, and nearly a third were categorized as possessing below average intelligence. A large number of those nominated to undertake specialist technical training were rejected at the outset, or failed the subsequent courses.

			All through those dreary years the army continued to be reinforced by new recruits, as schoolboys turned eighteen and became eligible for service. Foreign volunteers also swelled the ranks – Poles, Czechs, Frenchmen who had survived extraordinary odysseys in order to play their parts. Hubert Faure was born in south-western France in 1914, son of a court bailiff. He served in a tank unit in the 1940 campaign, then fled through Spain where he was consigned to the notorious Miranda de Ebro prison camp, in which inmates were obliged to shout ‘Viva Franco!’ at roll-call every morning. He escaped to England in May 1943, and promptly joined a French naval detachment of the British Commandos, led by Commandant Philippe Kieffer, training at Achnacarry.

			Guy Hattu reached England after a journey halfway around the world that began when he was demobilized from the French army in Dakar in December 1941. He travelled first to visit an uncle in Rio, then to England where he applied vainly to join de Gaulle and parachute into France as a secret agent. He wrote to a cousin: ‘We shall meet again one day, either in Paradise or in France – our France.’ After a spell writing radio scripts for the BBC’s French Service, he wearied of the Gaullists and their factional struggles, joining the Commandos in March 1943. He became known in his troop as one of ‘the three Guys’ – pronounced ‘Geese’ in French. The others were Guy Vourc’h and a painter named Guy de Montlaur, who had reached England in November 1940 after a nightmare ten-day voyage in a fishing boat which he and friends clubbed together to buy for 42,000 francs. Meanwhile Maurice Chauvet had sailed a dinghy from Morocco; been picked up by a Spanish vessel; imprisoned in Algeciras for eighteen months before reaching Britain.

			At the commando training centre he enlisted alongside two hundred others who had endured similar travails before earning their green berets. Men like these seem to merit high respect, after voluntarily submitting to such ordeals in order to join the struggle for freedom. Hattu wrote to his uncle in Brazil that he was thankful to have ‘plunged himself into military servitude, with all its absurdities … It is only through battle that we can win the right to enjoy once again the freedom which we are threatened with losing.’ He was made a sergeant, for a time refusing a commission. In August 1943 he wrote to a friend: ‘It is in the front line that a Christian must serve today, on behalf of all those who have flinched, committed treachery or turned away.’ In November, Hattu wrote to his mother in France: ‘I am proud of not having abandoned the struggle, of having come to England at a time when all seemed lost, of having come here for the sake of honour and fidelity to my beliefs, to fight as a Frenchman alongside the British.’

			Yet while Hattu and his commando comrades were confident that sooner or later they would join battle, every formation of the Home Army meanwhile experienced disappointments and anti-climaxes. Early in 1943, 3rd Division was dispatched north to the wilds of Galloway, where its men trained to invade Sicily, and even received two weeks’ embarkation leave in anticipation of action. Then, instead, a Canadian formation was assigned to the Mediterranean. The 3rd Division returned to routine exercises. Morale fluctuated, but could be precarious. A tank troop commander wrote of those days: ‘The men were discontented, sometimes almost mutinous. On the one hand there was the CO’s constant demand for efficiency, on the other constant fatigues for cookhouse, salvage and hut-sweeping, which took two-thirds of them away from their tanks and training.’

			Relations between Allied troops crowded into camps the length of Britain were seldom harmonious. Tensions occasionally erupted into violence, especially between British and French-Canadians, who simply did not like each other. ‘There is apparently a lot of fighting going on at dances,’ wrote a rifleman. The Canadians had a reputation for wild behaviour, not always confined to hostilities against the British. Rumour held that the Fort Garry Horse had killed their cook, as a gesture of disappointment about his culinary shortcomings. As for the Americans, most thoughtful British people acknowledged their pivotal contribution to the Allied war effort but also resented and even feared their wealth, increasing dominance … and energy. Major John Rex wrote with rueful awe: ‘They were go-getters, those Americans, they would get their teeth into anything, worked hard, would never admit anything was beyond them.’ He was impressed – and a little scared – by the comparison between Yankee dynamism and the relatively sluggish tempo at which his own impoverished, weary nation conducted the war.

			By the time D-Day came, a quarter of all adult British men under fifty were in uniform. Yet even after the invasion, a million of the King’s soldiers remained in camps, barracks and technical facilities at home. Meanwhile a further five million male civilians, in occupations ranging from boiler-making and lighthouse-keeping to teaching and doctoring, continued to serve in ‘reserved occupations’, a status for which some became eligible only after attaining a certain age. An unmarried soldier was paid a guinea a week – three shillings a day, fractionally increased in April 1944. This was far less than the pay of a comparable civilian, especially one working in munitions. A private who returned from the battlefield totally disabled gained a pension of £2 a week, plus ten shillings for his wife and 7/6d for each child. Just under half the army was married. If a man over forty was killed, his widow got a pension of thirty-two shillings a week for herself, and eleven shillings for each child. If the man was under forty and childless, this was reduced to a mere pound a week.

			In every week of 1944 three million air letters, 4.5 million items of surface mail and half a million brief airgraphs – ‘blueys’ – passed through army postal services, a reflection of the ruptures and loneliness to which the war subjected families. Colonels may sound lofty figures, but they suffered as much as their men. ‘Darling, I am horribly homesick!’ wrote forty-four-year-old Jim Eadie of the Staffordshire Yeomanry to his adored wife Naidita. After protracted battlefield service in the Mediterranean, he brought his regiment back to England to prepare for D-Day; enjoyed a brief leave at home; then was obliged to start invasion training in Suffolk.

			Eadie was an archetypal Yeomanry officer, an amateur soldier from a smart Staffordshire county family which owned a brewery, in which he himself had worked since 1920 and where in 1939 he was serving as a director. A school and Cambridge athlete, he was a keen follower of the Meynell Hunt. Naidita, born in Chile to a British father and French mother, had married Jim in 1930 when both were thirty. They had four children of which he met the youngest, Alastair, for the first time aged four, on returning from North Africa. At their home in Derbyshire, Naidita cared not only for her own brood, but also for two young cousins. In January 1944 her husband wrote: ‘I can never tell you how much I loved my leave. I realise more and more the heroic efforts you have made during these past 4 ½ years, and my love and gratitude are unbounded. I found my family utterly adorable. You have done wonders with them and for them. I couldn’t talk to you as I always wanted. This war and the uncertainty of the future dried something up inside me. But one day I will be able to tell you so much more.’

			A medical officer serving in the Middle East observed that ‘the fidelity of nearly all wives could stand a separation of two years but in the third and subsequent years an increasing proportion of wives lapsed’. As for the men, one wife told her husband, after a written confession of infidelity, that she would overlook what happened abroad, so long as it was not repeated in England. Marital troubles were by no means confined to the lower ranks. The officer commanding 27th Armoured Brigade, Erroll Prior-Palmer, forty-one in 1944, wrote no wartime letters home, because he had no loved one with whom to correspond. In 1940, his wife Kay had left home in pursuit of a relationship with the painter Raoul Millais, raffish grandson of the Pre-Raphaelite. That year in Britain, 26,574 illegitimate births were recorded. Five years later the annual figure had risen to 64,743, and this did not include many babies born to married women by a man other than her husband.

			Who could be surprised, given the stresses imposed by sacrifice, uncertainty and often tragedy? Every wife dreaded finding mail returned, with an official stamp: ‘It is regretted that this item could not be delivered because the addressee is deceased.’ John Phillips’s wife wrote to him in December 1943 about the family holiday preparation: ‘We went to see Father Christmas at Selfridges … [Linda and Vanessa] are very excited about Christmas. It is the first time Linda has understood anything about it. I think it will be the last Christmas without our Daddy … Here’s hoping.’ Her dream went unfulfilled. Her husband in North Africa was by then newly dead. When Jack D’Arcy went to show off his new naval uniform to former colleagues in the Bournemouth bank at which he had worked as a teller before the war, one of the girls burst into floods of tears: her husband had just been killed at sea.

			As the war advanced, a trickle and then a thin stream of men who had fought in the desert or Italy returned to England. They reported that most Italians were laughably incompetent, but that the Germans were very, very good. Arthur Pearman was a twenty-one-year-old tank crewman, son of a regular soldier, who had served in Palestine and then North Africa without working up much enthusiasm for the war. He quoted a doggerel:

			Oh they fitted us up with Shermans and sent us into the blue,

			We saw the bloody desert from Benghazi to Matruh.

			We chased the bloody Eyeties and we made the bastards run,

			But we dropped a great big clanger when we met the bloody Hun!

			Pearman was disgusted – ‘permanently browned-off’ – to be posted back to England after surviving a year in the Mediterranean, to join a regiment earmarked to land on Sword. As the verse suggests, he and his mates had developed a healthy respect for the fighting power of the German soldier. They knew, as most of their new comrades in England did not, what they would be getting into. Nineteen-year-old Patrick Hennessey asked his sergeant-major, who had seen action in 1940, ‘What’s it like in battle, sir?’ He got the reply: ‘Bloody noisy, mate!’

			Private Lionel Roebuck left a reserved occupation in a Holmfirth electric motor factory to join the East Yorkshires aged eighteen, in hopes of ‘ultimate adventure’. As the war dragged on, he divided his leisure hours between a correspondence course to complete his engineering apprenticeship and giggling nocturnal rendezvous with NAAFI girls in his battalion’s Motor Transport park.

			Keith Wakelam worked in a naval ordnance depot in Birmingham, which was a reserved civilian occupation he could have retained through the war. His father, a retired music hall entertainer, urged him to do just that. But in 1939, when everybody else was joining up, he felt that he should do the same and trained as an army signaller: ‘It had by then dawned on everybody that it was going to be a long war, and there was general gloom.’ He volunteered for the commandos.

			Here was one of the worst consequences of Home Forces’ long inactivity: some of the best and bravest men in their ranks quit their units to don green or maroon berets with the Commandos or Airborne formations, in hopes – often disappointed – of an earlier induction to violent action. Emlyn ‘Taffy’ Jones joined the former from boredom with his tank unit: ‘I thought, “There’s a bloody war going on out there, what the hell am I doing?” I could see the war passing me by.’ Bill Bidmead was chivvied around the army for eighteen months, growing ever more disillusioned, not least by cooks who sold their units’ rations on the black market: ‘I was nineteen years old and it didn’t look as if I was ever going to have a crack at the Hun.’ Near to despair he, too, volunteered to become a commando.

			This was the last war in history in which most of the British upper class felt able to employ themselves as they chose. Some opted for heroics, others for relative tranquillity, and the nation’s warlords accommodated both. Between Dunkirk and D-Day, many ‘toffs’ who had donned khaki occupied more time playing than training. John Hislop, a celebrated pre-war amateur jockey, served with the smart Phantom reconnaissance regiment. He found time to ride in several steeplechases, in one of which he was badly injured. Though he spent the subsequent year unfit for military duties, this turned out not to matter: his unit did nothing in particular before he rejoined it in time to enjoy an adventure in France in the summer of 1944.

			Some people who should have known better adopted a notably unworldly approach to the titanic clash which, after apparently interminable delay, was now finally approaching. On 4 March 1944 the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, wrote testily to the King’s private secretary, Tommy Lascelles, urging that the generals should hurry up and choose a date for the invasion of Europe. The primate was concerned this might clash with Easter or Palm Sunday, and he wished to arrange a day of prayer at a suitable interval before the event. Lascelles observed drily: ‘He is, in some ways, most curiously out of touch with realities.’ More than a
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