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  This is the Blitz: the relentless aerial bombardment of London by German aircraft since July. Hundreds of tons of bombs, thousands of incendiaries and countless parachute mines have laid waste to whole tracts of the capital, destroyed factories, homes and our places of worship alike. So far, Hitler's war machine has killed more than twenty thousand men, women and children. Tonight, this December, 17 1940, special services are to be held in churches across the whole of Great Britain. Our prayers will be in remembrance of those innocent victims of war and a plea to the Heavenly Father for divine protection against these Swastikad angels of Death.


  


  —The Bishop of London's open letter to the Nation, THE TIMES, December 17, 1940
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  The city took the hammer blows with the fortitude only a two thousand-year-old city can. On the walk up here to the London borough of Highgate he’d heard a taxi driver call out to a policeman, “It's a bit lively out tonight.” It was gallows humour, and he recognised it well.


  The man chose to walk in the center of the road. There was little traffic, and virtually no people about. They were all snugged away in cellars and shelters on this September night, no doubt praying that the death raining down from hundreds of German bombers fell on someone else’s street, someone else’s house.


  He pulled up the collar of his army greatcoat as the cold air caressed his skin like the chill fingers of a dead man. From here, the sound of the bombs came as strangely soft thuds that reminded him of books falling to a library floor. Through the midnight air he caught the scent of ancient roof timbers burning from the direction of Bloomsbury. Once, hot air belched against his face from an incendiary blazing in a nearby garden.


  The street, like the rest of Britain, was subject to total blackout. In front of him was a fog of darkness through which he caught the glints of windows, shining like so many demon eyes, glaring at him, expecting a Nazi bomb to tear him to pieces at a moment's notice. But two decades ago he had walked through worse firestorms than these
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