
[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]




 

Copyright © 2021 The Trustees of the Imperial War Museum

The right of Anthony Richards to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published 2021 by Headline Publishing Group

First published as an Ebook in Great Britain

by Headline Publishing Group in 2021

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Publisher: Iain MacGregor

Editorial and Project Management: Tara O’Sullivan

Design: Keith Williams, sprout.uk.com

Image credits listed on page 314

Hardback ISBN: 978 1 4722 8811 0

eISBN: 978 1 4722 8812 7

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise

Also by Anthony Richards

About the Book

Introduction by James Holland

Author’s Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: Phoney War

CHAPTER TWO: Blitzkrieg

CHAPTER THREE: Air and Sea

CHAPTER FOUR: World War

CHAPTER FIVE: Holocaust

CHAPTER SIX: Fighting Back

CHAPTER SEVEN: Home Front

CHAPTER EIGHT: North-west Europe

CHAPTER NINE: Resolution

CHAPTER TEN: Aftermath

Sources

Acknowledgements

Index

Picture Section




About the Author

[image: Illustration]

Anthony Richards is the head of Documents and Sound at IWM. Since 1995, he has worked on the diaries, letters and memoirs in the museum's care and is responsible for its extensive collection of personal testimony in both written and audio form. He has contributed to many publishing projects and is author of The Somme: A Visual History.




Praise

‘It is a remarkable treasure trove, beautifully assembled, and a snapshot testimony to the incredible breadth and extent over which the war was fought and experienced first-hand.’ James Holland

‘Extraordinarily powerful and mesmerising - there is a haunting intimacy and immediacy about these recovered letters, documents and images that opens a window directly into the past, vividly summoning the darkest days but also the greatest courage and endurance and the fascinating quirks and passions of human nature in war.’ Sinclair McKay




Also by Anthony Richards

Guests of the Third Reich: The British POW Experience in Germany 1939-1945

D-Day and Normandy: A Visual History

The Somme: A Visual History




About the Book

The Imperial War Museum open its world-famous archives to celebrate the letters, diaries and spoken words of those who witnessed the key events of the Second World War.

During the Second World War, across the frontline as well as on the Home Front, millions of people recorded their thoughts of their experiences - whether in letters, their personal diaries or those prosecuting the war giving speeches. Much as Letters of Note celebrated the great letters written through history, so Words of War allows the Imperial War Museum to showcase its incredible array of first-hand material to shine a light on how people journeyed through the 1939-45 conflict.

Ten chapters take the reader chronologically through the key moments of the war: from the retreat to Dunkirk to the battle of the Atlantic; the savage fighting in the jungles of the far East to the RAF Bomber Command's campaign in Europe; the discovery of the Nazi's concentration camp system to the war's ultimate conclusion at the Nuremburg trials. One hundred documents are researched and selected by the Imperial War Museum's expert archivists, with commentary from their head Antony Richards explaining the significance of each and placing it in context to the war's progression. Readers will be able to engage and empathise with the writers in a thought-provoking and immediate way.




INTRODUCTION

by James Holland

The Second World War was the most cataclysmic conflict ever experienced in world history and was truly global. From the Southern Ocean to the Arctic, across deserts and mountains, through jungles to major European cities, and from tiny atolls in the South Pacific to the Russian steppes, it seemed the fighting was everywhere. At its end, more than sixty million people had died, an astonishingly grim number, and equivalent to almost the entire population of the United Kingdom today.

Britain’s part in the conflict was considerable, as is all too obvious reading this fascinating book and its wide-ranging collection of letters and documents, which Anthony Richards has drawn from the archives of the Imperial War Museums (IWM). What is so extraordinary about the war was the totality of the effort. In Britain, for example, it affected every man, woman and child in a way that no other conflict has before or since. Ordinary men and women, who in normal circumstances would never have imagined wearing a military uniform, suddenly found themselves on the front line. Even those beyond fighting age had to confront dramatic privations and curbs to normal freedoms, as well as the prospect of coming under enemy attack from the air.

While the far-reaching effects of the Second World War are still being felt to this day, for most people, it is the immense human drama of the conflict that makes it such an enduringly fascinating subject. It’s the idea of ordinary men and women suddenly confronted with extraordinary circumstances and having to do extraordinary things. It is hard not to wonder how one would have dealt with such circumstances had one been of an age to fight in the war. Had I been twenty-one in, say, 1940, what would I have done? Joined the RAF? Or would I have volunteered for the Navy? How would I have coped with being away from home for, perhaps, four years? And with very limited means of communication? The best I would have been able to hope for was a curt telegram or a letter that might take months to reach my family and vice versa. I recently read a contemporary account of a young twenty-year-old tank commander whose parents had lived in Hong Kong. By 1944, when he was serving in Normandy, he had not seen his parents since 1938, and had not heard anything from either his mother or father since late 1941, on the eve of the Japanese invasion. Later, in August 1944, a letter from his father finally reached him that had been written and posted from a Japanese prisoner of war camp back in May 1942. Or what about Sam Bradshaw? He left Liverpool for North Africa in 1940, served all the way through that campaign, and was severely wounded in the process. He recovered and went on to fight in Italy, where he was badly wounded again. When he eventually got home at the end of 1944, he barely recognised the place he had left all those years before. His mother’s hair had turned white, the little girl who had been his younger sister was grown up, and much of the city he had known had been ravaged by the Luftwaffe. It all depressed him so much he rejoined and was posted to north-west Europe. The privations experienced by so many during the war are sometimes hard to comprehend.

Yet Britain suffered less than most of the other major combatant nations in terms of destruction at home and of war dead. This was because Britain, at the start of the war, had enormous global reach and wealth, not to mention the world’s largest navy and merchant navy, and access to around eighty per cent of the world’s merchant shipping. Britain’s war leaders were determined there should be no slaughter of a generation of young men, as had happened in the First World War, and so followed a policy of ‘steel not flesh’. Broadly speaking, this meant using Britain’s vast access to the world’s resources, along with mechanisation, modern science and industrialisation, to ensure machines, not men, did as much of the hard yards as possible. It meant a growing army that was entirely mechanised and dependent on machines and a long logistical tail; it meant enormous bomber fleets and combat aircraft; it meant ever more artillery and firepower; and it meant even larger naval forces. By 1944, infantry accounted for just fourteen per cent of the British Army in north-west Europe, those in tanks eight per cent, artillery twenty-two per cent and service troops forty-three per cent. If you were unfortunate enough to be in a tank or in the infantry, the chances of getting through unscathed were worse than they had been in 1914–1918; the difference, though, was that those at the coal-face of war were a far smaller proportion – and number – than had been true a generation earlier.

Casualties were still extreme, however, and the suffering immense, as this book makes all too clear. IWM has a justified reputation internationally as one of the finest museums of its kind anywhere in the world. Yet, while the displays are fabulous, what can be seen in public galleries is very much the tip of the iceberg. The museum is home to an enormous and very important archive that contains astonishing objects and artefacts, but also paintings, film, photographs, extensive sound archives of interviews with tens of thousands of veterans of multiple conflicts, and also personal papers, including diaries, letters, documents and unpublished memoirs. Anthony Richards is IWM’s Head of Documents and Sound, and is ideally placed to pick out a range of such testimonies from the Second World War to show the extent of the conflict. The result is an incredibly rich and, frankly, awe-inspiring set of accounts covering the entire breadth of the conflict. Unsurprisingly, the majority of entries are British, but by no means all; IWM houses papers and collections of people from all around the world.

One such is a letter written by Vittorio Caressa, an Italian officer serving in the Italian Expeditionary Corps on the Eastern Front. Caressa was among those Italians who joined the Germans for Operation ‘Barbarossa’, the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941. Despite sweeping early victories, by the autumn the wheels had literally begun to fall off ‘Barbarossa’ and the Germans – and their Italian allies – were consigned to a long, bitter winter of dramatically increasing losses in conditions for which they had not been prepared. Vittorio Caressa survived this winter, but as he made clear in a letter to his sister, he and his fellows had suffered terribly. He was angry and afraid. ‘I don’t think you have any idea of what winter has done here,’ he wrote. ‘Don’t think that I just have a runny nose at night. When I’m told of certain things it makes me shiver and my white hair shall grow visibly.’ He told his sister of men losing feet and even noses to frostbite. Survival, he wrote, was ‘just a matter of luck’. There are German accounts, too: a soldier stuck at Stalingrad, for example, and a letter from a German Jew, Max Bock, who had somehow managed to stay alive in Berlin and was still there in April 1945 as the Soviet Red Army closed in. He described in vivid detail the din of battle, the fizz of bullets, the boom of guns. He mourned the death of the last elephant at Berlin Zoo, another victim of the war. ‘At lunch time I saw them bury a soldier in the grass verge outside my house,’ he wrote. ‘A simple mound and a few shrubs is all that remains – an unknown soldier who has given his life for a lost cause.’ Later, he saw another dead soldier in the entrance hall of his apartment – the man had apparently bled to death. ‘The devastation in the street is constantly increasing – rubble lying around, buildings in ruins everywhere.’

Most letters are from ordinary men and women, although some names do spring out. IWM holds the Roger Bushell papers, and one of his letters is included. Bushell, a fighter pilot and squadron leader of 92 Squadron, was shot down over Dunkirk in May 1940 and sent to Stalag Luft III prisoner of war camp, where he later orchestrated what became known as the Great Escape. He was subsequently executed on Hitler’s orders, so to see such a cheery letter from him to his family after being recaptured following one of his earlier escape attempts is very moving. So, too, is the reproduced note from Violet Szabo, a British secret agent with the SOE, who parachuted into France in 1943. ‘I hereby appoint Miss Vera Maidment and her mother Mrs Alice Maidment the legal guardian of my child Tania Damaris Desiree Szabo in the event of my death,’ she wrote. Szabo was caught, tortured and killed at Ravensbrück.

Elsewhere in this rich, wide-ranging and stunningly illustrated book, there are testimonies of those serving in North Africa, in the Far East, in north-west Europe, out at sea, in the air and also on the Home Front. There is a note from an ARP warden, accounts of the Blitz, stories of strange events in the Home Guard, a letter from a Land Girl working on a farm in Yorkshire, and one from a student conscientious objector. There are also accounts of what was left after the fighting was over. Flight Lieutenant Geoffrey Dawson had been a bomb aimer with RAF Bomber Command, but a couple of weeks after VE Day, he flew in daylight – rather than at night on combat missions – and saw the remains of Germany. ‘Mannheim used to be a city, a thriving city,’ he wrote in a letter dated 25 May 1945. ‘Mannheim is nothing more than a grey smudge on the bank of the Rhine. Mannheim is a total loss. There is not a building left intact.’

It is impossible not to be profoundly moved by this letter, and by so many others in this book. It is a remarkable treasure trove, beautifully assembled, and a snapshot testimony to the incredible breadth and extent over which the war was fought and experienced first-hand.




AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

When I was asked to compile one hundred examples of personal testimony from the Second World War to feature in this book, I knew it would provide an excellent opportunity to showcase the archives preserved by Imperial War Museums (IWM). The original letters, diary entries, first-hand accounts and transcripts of audio recordings reproduced here all originate from the IWM collection, which remains one of the biggest and most important personal-experience archives in the world. As a source of eloquent and informed first-hand accounts of warfare, it truly remains second to none.

One of the biggest strengths of the IWM collection lies in its broad diversity: it covers the experiences of people from all walks of life, regardless of their gender, class, age or background. This multiplicity of voices combines to provide an invaluable gathering of testimony, which reveals, in an immediate and empathetic way, what it was really like to live through the events of the Second World War.

I am, of course, potentially biased in saying this, since I happen to work at IWM as the Head of the Documents and Sound collections. For over twenty-five years now, I have had the immense privilege of helping to develop the collections through the acquisition of insightful new stories, and the cataloguing of older material to reveal new and valuable information. The significance of such archival work is frequently misunderstood and overlooked, but to appreciate the importance of preserving the past, one need only look at the wealth of publications, films and documentaries that use first-hand testimony to engage audiences.

I have chosen one hundred different extracts from personal testimonies, each illustrating a particular subject, event or theme. While featured in a roughly chronological order, each extract might be usefully seen as a standalone ‘snapshot’ taken during a particular moment of the conflict. When read together, I hope they will provide an engaging narrative of what the Second World War meant for so many people. I have chosen to edit only when absolutely necessary for length. Spelling mistakes may sometimes have been corrected, but remain when contextually important.

For those readers interested in learning more about the experiences of the particular writers featured, or indeed for anybody wishing to explore the accounts in the museum’s care in more detail, I would encourage a visit to the website iwm.org.uk. A searchable catalogue is available, alongside articles, blogs and videos that reveal more about the many, many stories from the Second World War preserved by IWM.




CHAPTER ONE

PHONEY WAR


[image: Illustration]

Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain is greeted by Adolf Hitler at the Hotel Dreesen in Bad Godesberg, 22 September 1938.
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An injured passenger, wrapped in a blanket, is helped on shore after being brought into Galway Harbour following the sinking of SS Athenia.
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Workers fill sandbags to protect a Gothic cathedral in France against air-raid damage.
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Men of the Non-Combatant Corps undergo training at a camp on the east coast of Britain.
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German SS troops enter Kufstein in Austria during the Anschluss, March 1938.


THE ANSCHLUSS

The beginning of the war in Europe was inextricably linked to the rise of fascism within Germany. Adolf Hitler was appointed German Chancellor in 1933, and the following few years would see the rapid establishment of his totalitarian National Socialist regime. A central tenet of Nazi racial policy was to incorporate as many ‘ethnic Germans’ as possible into a greater state or Reich, and therefore the potential annexation of neighbouring territory, such as Czechoslovakia and Austria, became an increasingly popular idea among Hitler’s most ardent followers. While significant resistance to annexation (or Anschluss) remained within Austria, pro-Nazi Austrians attempted a coup in 1934 that led to the assassination of the Austrian Chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss. His successor, Kurt Schuschnigg, sought to hold a referendum to settle the matter once and for all, but, under pressure from Hitler, was forced to resign before this could take place.

The German Army marched unopposed into Austria on 12 March 1938. Charlotte Leahy received the following letter a few weeks later, written by a school friend who had witnessed the annexation.
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10.iv.38

Darling Petrol

… Yes, there are thousands and thousands of Jews in Austria and they are all being imprisoned now, they were all directors of firms and shops! Of course I must tell you all about Austria! But I don’t know how much I have already told you?!

Did I tell you about the beginning when there was a procession of ‘true Austrians’? Nazis lined the roads silently and ‘we’ (a handful of English females) from a hotel window shouted ‘Schuschnigg’, they all answered ‘Heil’ and smiled up at us, we didn’t stop shouting for the 2 hrs. Which the torchlight procession followed!! We had started them off, next day there was an article in the paper of the enthusiasm of the English!! All the Nazis were furious!!

If there had been voting, Schuschnigg would have won, only ‘the trades people’ are for Hitler. All peasants and aristocrats are for Schuschnigg. Hitler did use violence, main force too, and when I get back to England I shall tell the truth of all the horrors we have seen!

At midnight we saw the German troops enter! Thousands and thousands of them. Horses, guns, tanks, mules all ready to fight us sometime soon… The ‘creepiness’, we didn’t sleep at all for the last 3 nights, everyone was so scared! All the church bells tolled, aeroplanes buzzed incessantly overhead dropping advertisements and propaganda! Messengers teared backwards and forwards to the frontier, soldiers everywhere!!! They took possession of hotels, schools, even pulling down all crucifixes!! I dread what will happen to religion now, the last Sunday we dared to go to church, but it was nearly empty!! Priests and nuns were about trying to hide. We were greeted ‘Heil Hitler’ in the streets. I never answered them, they were so unpleasant! The horrid ‘swastika’ was stuck up everywhere – men, women, children went about with these flags yelling and screaming, the noise was terrible, deafening!! They forced their way into the town hall, imprisoned the Archbishop, and governor of the town after having insulted him. Many I know have been imprisoned and FLOGGED!! Marie-Louis’s father was taken! The count was in danger when I left. All Nazis will now have the good positions, aristocrats already and poor will get third rate ones!! Houses were raided to find anti Nazi papers, my poor family spent nights burning all photos of the Kaiser and Schuschnigg who was their personal friend!

No more Austria! Of course I shall never go back, where Hitler rules… They were cowards not to resist more though. They were all too frightened, they all pretend they want Hitler. Poor Mummy was scared stiff alone in her hotel, only one other lady was staying there, it was filled with officers! If Hitler had come he would have slept at the hotel!

We were both in a terrible state of nerves when we arrived here, after a week of terror and anxiety; we had trouble about having too much money at Innsbruck, as we of course rushed to the bank and took our deposit out. But happily the English consul helped us out. I have been having awful nightmares, but now I try to forget about it all, but I have so many friends left there! They cannot write the truth, all letters are opened…

Now France is in a terrible state too. It’s a pity, Hitler will spring on us all unprepared!! The English were too good, to even think of trusting a German.

All best love

Betty1
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Hitler receives an ovation from the Reichstag after the successful annexation of Austria.


 

APPEASEMENT

Following the annexation of Austria, Hitler’s attention moved to Czechoslovakia, where further ‘ethnic Germans’ were resident. Aware of the likelihood of an imminent annexation, as well as their own shortcomings in reacting to the earlier Anschluss, the governments of Britain, France and Czechoslovakia sought to avoid a war at all costs. Following a conference in Munich, hastily convened by Italian leader Benito Mussolini, the major European powers agreed to appease Hitler’s demands by allowing his occupation of the Sudetenland border region on 1 October 1938. Yet Nazi Germany would only be appeased for so long, with their desire to annex the rest of Czechoslovakia finally being carried out in March 1939.

Having flown to Munich in September 1938 in order to discuss the Sudetenland problem with Hitler, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain took the opportunity to draw up a so-called Anglo-German Accord, which both leaders signed. It was intended to avoid any future war between the two powers, although history would show that Hitler did not keep to his promises.
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Neville Chamberlain reads out the text of the Anglo-German Accord to onlookers at Heston Airport on his return from Munich.
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We, the German Führer and Chancellor and the British Prime Minister, have had a further meeting today and are agreed in recognising that the question of Anglo-German relations is of the first importance for the two countries and for Europe.

We regard the agreement signed last night and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again.

We are resolved that the method of consultation shall be the method adopted to deal with any other questions that may concern our two countries, and we are determined to continue our efforts to remove possible sources of difference and thus to contribute to assure the peace of Europe.

[signed] A Hitler

[signed] Neville Chamberlain

September 30, 19382

 

THE RISE OF THE NAZIS

Central to Hitler’s Nazi regime was the concept of Volksgemeinschaft, a ‘national community’ made up of racially pure citizens who would work together in order to strengthen and benefit the state. A compulsory Reich Labour Service was therefore introduced in Germany in 1935, which led to a significant fall in unemployment and a boost to German industry, yet was based upon mass indoctrination. Individual rights were removed through the militarisation of German society and a strict adherence to Nazi ideology.

In 1938, twenty-six-year-old Briton Marjorie Elkins began a pen-friend correspondence with a sixteen-year-old German girl, Christa Beyer. This letter, describing Christa’s compulsory work for a Reich Labour Service camp in Thuringia, was one of the last letters they exchanged before war was declared between Britain and Germany. Fortunately, the two friends were able to resume contact in 1946 and continued to correspond for more than fifty years afterwards.
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The VDA (National League for German People and Culture Abroad) requests ‘Your contribution to the struggle of the German people, to the people’s political work, to the greatness of the people and Reich.’
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Christa Beyer, in a photograph taken in September 1938.


Hanau, 31.5.39

Dear Marjorie

I thank you very much for your letter and the two illustrated books. Just, I am at home in Hanau. But at 10 o’clock my train goes to Grafendorf. My leave is over. I believe I forget the English language in the labour-service. Please, don’t be bad if I write to you no big letters and if I (write) do not write immediately. In the labour-service the time is very scanty.

We all in Germany are glad if we have peace. The German will not go to war against any nation; he only wishes for peace.

The labour-service has the aim: We shall discharge the woman on the country (the farmer-woman).

I will explain you what we do the day. At 4.50 o’clock in the morning we get up. Then, we make till 5.15 o’clock sport. At 5.45 o’clock we must have made our beds, we must clean the shoes and must wash us. At 5.45 we go to the flag, which is hoisted. From 6 – half 7 we have singing. There, we learn new songs. From half 7 – 7 is breakfast. From 7 – 14 o’clock we go to the farmers and help there. At 14 o’clock we must be back. From ¾ 3 – ¾ 4 we sleep. From 4 – 6 o’clock we practise gymnastics or we have lessons. At half 7 we eat to evening and in the evening, we either read or make games or we make needlework or have free. At half 9 o’clock we fetch the flag back and go to bed. Then we are always very, very tired. But we are all so glad, and it is very beautiful. I shall stay in the labour-service ½ year. In September I come back, now I have no time.

I must away to the train.

Many, many greetings

Your Christa3

 

EXPECTATIONS OF WAR

Nazi Germany’s thirst for new territory, coupled with the increasing militarisation of their society and political aggression towards other European nations, made the prospect of war increasingly likely. Britain began to prepare for the worst by introducing civil defence measures across the country. Aerial bombing raids were particularly feared, with gas shells expected to be a serious threat, while vulnerable groups were moved away from the larger towns and cities.

This letter was written to Joyce Pavey by her friend Adeline on the very morning that war was about to be declared, and appears to have been posted mere minutes before the Prime Minister’s official announcement. As Adeline describes, London was gearing up for war.


[image: Illustration]

Government campaigns prepared the country for civilian evacuation well before war was declared.


Sept 3, 1939

Dear Joyce

… It is Sunday morning. All here are tuned to concert pitch awaiting events. I still wonder if we mean literally to help Poland how our troops etc. can reach the Baltic? Everybody here who has a uniform or tin hat or armlet is arrayed in such. Trenches are open, First Aid and Warden’s post are arising, all our balloons were up yesterday (but are all down this morn – probably the heavy storm we had early this morning has something to do with it).

Evacuation has gone well (one kid in next street cried so for its mother that it is home again!!). The LCC [London County Council] took over so our WVS [Women’s Voluntary Service] was only required to lend and drive motors for hospital work. Green Line busses took off hospital cases: it was a sad sight. As far as the children were concerned, one would think they were off for a school treat, the row they made, although one could see the mothers quietly crying. Poor souls.

London is a dark city at night – in fact it is dangerous for one to cross roads – plenty of white lines about, but not a great help. No lights, or only tiny ones on traffic. All soldiers are in khaki with tin hats and police have tin hats, gas masks and first aid kit, I believe. All hooters have ceased and the only sirens we shall hear will be Warnings. Sand bags and adhesive paper on windows can be seen everywhere and people who have flats in industrial dwellings are filling their own sandbags and digging, etc.

My black curtain is a success. Mr Pallent has ‘blued’ windows and fanlights and put on adhesive paper, so as a landlord he is doing what he can.

I hear the Duke and Duchess of Windsor are coming back – he is being given a post in National Defence.

Library has closed – it is now a SHELTER for the public. Oh! The offices and banks that have moved their headquarters – there won’t be any work in London if it continues.

(Mrs Pallent has just been up to tell the house we may be at War at 11am). Well RIGHT is RIGHT and we must defend it.

… So here ends my last 1939 PEACE letter to you. There may be some restrictions as to your letter writing as a Govt official, so if you don’t say much in your letters in future, I shall quite understand.

Cheerio, chin chin, Love from

Adeline4
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THE OUTBREAK OF WAR

Hitler’s territorial demands continued as the rest of Czechoslovakia was annexed in March 1939. In an attempt to limit further expansion by Nazi Germany, Britain and France pledged to support the independence of Poland, Romania and Greece. In turn, Germany formed its own alliances with Italy and the Soviet Union. August 1939 saw German troops begin to mobilise at the Polish border and, after negotiations broke down, an invasion began on 1 September. For Britain and her allies, it seemed that war with Germany was now inevitable.

At 11.15am on Sunday, 3 September 1939, Neville Chamberlain made the following BBC Home Service radio broadcast to the nation. Life would never be the same again.
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A crowd gathers in Downing Street after Chamberlain’s broadcast to the nation announcing that Great Britain is at war with Germany.


I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room of 10 Downing Street.

This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note, stating that unless we heard from them – by 11 o’clock – that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us.

I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that, consequently, this country is at war with Germany.5
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Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain raises his hat to the crowd as he leaves 10 Downing Street on the day that Britain declared war, 3 September 1939.


 

THE SINKING OF ATHENIA

The very day that war was declared between Britain and Germany, the first fatalities occurred.

Since Britain was an island nation dependent on imported goods, Germany immediately instituted a naval blockade to stop ships delivering supplies. The so-called Battle of the Atlantic would last for the entirety of the war, with Kriegsmarine U-boats hunting and sinking merchant vessels in a deadly game of ‘cat and mouse’. While transport ships were their main objective, not all U-boat captains demonstrated care when deciding upon their targets.

The passenger liner SS Athenia had left Liverpool on 2 September 1939, bound for Canada. She was tracked by the German submarine U-30, which misidentified her as a troopship or armed cruiser, and at 7.40pm the following day she was torpedoed. Athenia was the first British ship to be sunk by Germany during the Second World War, and the incident resulted in the deaths of 117 passengers and crew.

Among the survivors were the American couple Jack and Bella Coullie, who were travelling home to North America. Jack wrote this letter to relatives after their safe return.
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An elderly woman is hoisted aboard the American freighter SS City of Flint after spending the night in a lifeboat, having been rescued from the torpedoed SS Athenia.


There were no lifeboats being lowered… so we went down to the next deck and soon a boat came alongside. I yelled to them to take us off. A fire hose was over the side and a man in the lifeboat got hold of the end of it and told us to slide down. I asked Bell if she thought she could make it. She said she could, I helped her over the rail and watched her slide down. She was just at the lifeboat when a wave washed the boat away, the hose was jerked from the man’s hands and Bella fell into the water between the lifeboat and the ship. I thought she would be crushed to bits. I yelled to her to hold on and climbed on to the rail and jumped far out to clear the lifeboat. In a minute I was at Bella’s side and got her to hold on to the rope that is round the lifeboats. I tried and tried to boost her into the boat but oil was pouring from a burst fuel tank and everything was so slippery that quickly realised I had to do something else. I got one leg over the side of the lifeboat and a man held on to me as I reached down and got hold of Bella’s foot another man came as I yelled for help and he reached down and got hold of Bella’s lifebelt strap and we got her into the boat. We were both soaked through to the skin with oil, dirty black stuff.

I got an oar and we had a hard time getting clear; we would get away a little bit and then were washed back again. At one time we were right under another lifeboat that was being lowered but they held it in midair until we got clear. After a hard struggle we got clear away. There were only five men in the boat, all the rest women and children. We got the boat moving and tried to keep it head on to the waves. Several times we got broadside on and we shipped a lot of water and also got soaked. Some of the women got sick then Bella got sick and then sometime later I was sick. We had swallowed so much oil and the taste was awful, then it got cold and we were utterly miserable. We saw some lights go on, on the Athenia they had got an auxiliary dynamo working and were sending an SOS. We saw a faint gleam on the horizon and thought it was a ship but it was the moon. This helped to make things clearer and we could see the other lifeboats. Many were burning flares…

… We of course lost everything, all Bella had was her two rings and wrist watch. I had my shoes, ring and wrist watch. All our beautiful things are gone and everything you gave us, but we are safe now and gradually getting over the shock. We both have sore throats and head colds and a few bruises but getting better every day. The folks here have been very good to us. Bella has received a lot of underclothes and I have gotten a lot of things too, even gifts of money from our friends… We are so glad we had no broken bones as so many have, we think we came out very well considering all we went through.
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With warmest love from us all, yours very affectionately

Jack6
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Mr and Mrs Coullie featured in press accounts of the sinking, such as this example from
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