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ABSTRACT

The notion of resilience, sustained throughout the bombing campaigns of WWII,
notably the bravery and fortitude, exhibited as Britain held firm after 1940, has
contributed to national self-esteem, in a much-changed post-war world. Its recall
continues, in tough times, such as the 7/7 London bombings and the Covid-19
pandemic. Widely deployed, as ‘Blitz spirit’, the privileging of admirable
personal qualities has a cost, this thesis contends, to a more considered

knowledge and understanding of the civilian bombing experience.

The aim of the research is to challenge the prevailing Blitz narrative, with its
limited representation of the civilian experience, through engagements with and
analysis of the processes and practices of civilian commemoration and the
people behind them. This aim can be fulfilled by a research plan that conducts
an archaeology of the Blitz myth, tracking the historiography of the Blitz
narrative, from its foundations in 1940, determining the commemorative

materialisation of civilian remembrance and the activism that gives rise to it.

The commemorative material represents the voices of personal wartime
memories being heard and seen through voluntary civilian activism, bringing
forward private memory to public view. WWII civilian commemoration is limited
in quantity and hard to see given the military emphasis of wartime
memorialisation. Indeed, the thesis exposes the struggle to establish memorial
meaning and engagement at a national and metropolitan level. Moreover, the
contesting of civilian remembrance has produced a diversity in material form,
more recently in response to important anniversaries, in marked contrast to the

standardised commemorations at cemeteries in the immediate aftermath of war.

A broad constituency of activist voices has been heard and the range of their
commemorative output speaks to the power of story-telling, personal truths
made public, transcending narrow national narratives, through individuals,

groups and communities pursuing specific remembrance agendas.



IMPACT STATEMENT

This research study traces the contested development of civilian remembrance
since 1945 through the analysis of its memorials and the feedback of
campaigners and activists. It has deployed multiple methods to gain knowledge

of a history, submerged in myth and appropriated narratives.

It aspires to an original contribution to contemporary civilian studies through the
identification, analysis and narration of collective and contested efforts to
achieve remembrance, of a wartime experience, which is minimally conveyed in
current expressions of the Blitz. In summary, it seeks to redress the limited
public discourse which typifies the Blitz; Bagehot’s (1876) suggestion that ‘the
events for which one generation cares most are often those of which the next
knows least’ (Harrison 2011) is apposite. The processes of translating personal
recollection into commemorative form merit the greater attention permitted in
this thesis with its dedicated civilian perspective. The stories that have emerged
here are extraordinary, tragic and uplifting by turns, and deserve the wider
audience that this thesis can lead to, along two desirable paths.

Firstly, as a platform to inspire future inquiry, within academic circles, into the
prevalence of wartime myths, often packaged as uniquely British, and their
impact, when appropriated for political ends, on historical understanding.
Civilian resilience was shared across other theatres of war and this research
begs an understanding of the remembrance practices and commemorative

outputs arising from European contexts of air war.

Secondly, the challenge to the prevalence of the Blitz story and the limited
appreciation of the civilian experience, needs to be continued, after submission,
in a continuing process of narrative contestation. Wider dissemination, of the
contested narratives and rich personal stories, unearthed in the research is
planned. The actors, in the arena of personal memory and public remembrance,

deserve wider exposure, of their campaigns and commemorations.
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PREFACE

This thesis traces a post-WWII British journey, from experience to
remembrance, a time of change in the nation’s place in the world and its
people’s perception of the impact on their sense of national worth. In a little over
80 years, these changes, in status and perception, are reflected in the matter of
this research, the memories, remembrances and commemorations that were
formed by the war and then shaped, in the ensuing years, an era that has been

described as the ‘contemporary past’ (Buchli & Lucas 2001).

The journey of contested civilian remembrance, explored during this past, has a
personal resonance, determined by the writer’s lifetime, of comparable duration,
and the transmission of family memories of the Blitz; my mother and brother

sheltering in their Morrison shelter, while Pembroke Dock was bombed, and my

father’s experience of bombs on Croydon Aerodrome.

The thesis springs from an ingrained sympathy for communities, caught in the
awful conditions of war, and concern that terrible and tragic civilian experiences,
which generated abiding narratives of resilience under bombardment, have
been overlooked. A product of a changing national self-image, noted in the
Abstract, has been the ready acceptance of a limited Blitz narrative, distastefully
repurposed for political ends. Analysis shows this to have been a noticeable
trend since the ‘jingoism’ of the Thatcher Government’s pursuit of the Falklands
Campaign. Its acceleration during Brexit and the Covid-19 pandemic are
illustrated, in the introductory chapter, to show that legitimate myth can be

turned to pernicious narrative.

The thesis is rooted in disquiet that my personally-infused contemporary past
has seen a more nationalistic and bombastic turn, with the Blitz myth as one its
‘badges’. The contested past of the nation, since WWII, exhibits crises of
confidence and identity (Addison 2010; O’Toole 2019); the easy recourse to
comfortable wartime nostalgia contributes little to an appreciation of the civilian
experience. To address this, the thesis aims to deliver a more balanced
perspective of the Blitz, to be revealed through analysis of and engagement

with the people, processes and practices of civilian commemoration.
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1. INTRODUCTION

“Blitz spirit” is an instantly recognisable commodity today, but it has become

divorced from historic reality’
Richard Overy in an extract from an article in The Guardian (Overy 2020b).

1.1 Prologue

On the 7th July 2020, the Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan and the Metropolitan
Police Commissioner, Dame Cressida Dick placed wreaths in Hyde Park at the
7/7 monument in memory of the 52 victims of domestic terrorism. Fifteen years
earlier, radicalised British suicide bombers had struck at Aldgate, Edgware
Road and Russell Square underground stations and on a bus in Tavistock
Square. In a city, no stranger to terrorism, these were nevertheless shocking
events causing, in addition to the fatalities, serious injury to over 700 people on

routine Thursday morning journeys in the capital.

Public reaction, widely represented in broadcast, press and digital media, was
revealing and, perhaps, less than measured, in skirting the social and political
divisions from which the atrocity grew. Amid the sadness and gratitude, to those
who responded to the needs of the dead and injured, were strident assertions of
‘Britishness’, a sense of national identity, externalising the complexities of the
attacks to ‘an enemy without’ (Kelsey 2013). These sentiments were shared,
within a broad media consensus, which drew parallels with the national mood
and behaviour during the Blitz, the sustained aerial bombardments of WWII
(Massie 2005, 30). Emerging from the appalling scenes, a striking image has
endured; thousands of Londoners, obediently making their way home after
work, on foot, in the absence of public transport, for want of a better expression,
keeping calm and carrying-on (Crown 2012; Hatherley 2016; Jack 2011, 89-91).
This demonstration of quiet purpose caught the popular imagination and, within
a few hours, the spirit of the Blitz had been appropriated (Parsons 2005, 16-17)
to alleviate the sense of shock and defiantly assert that the nation could ‘take it
paraphrasing a wartime propaganda film, initially made for American audiences
(London can take it! 1940). Neither of the uncredited directors, Humphrey
Jennings and Harry Watt, both celebrated documentary film makers, could have
imagined their nine-minute film, a well-crafted treatment of civilian resilience

under fire, would one day, 65 years later, be popularly re-appropriated.
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1.2 Background

This thesis examines the civilian experience of six years of conflict and the
recall of its history within a post-war context of war memory and
commemoration. It acknowledges the heroism, fears and anxieties of the British
people, under prolonged enemy attack, and how that affected their behaviour.
Inevitably, it also features the destructiveness of bombing and the deaths of
thousands of British civilians. The bombardment of British cities and the civilian
experience of it together form an important part of the national life story, a well-
intentioned narrative, as these remarks suggest, of positive human
characteristics, invested with pride, recalled in difficult times. Nonetheless, the
thesis proposes to contest the dominance of this script through examinations of

the people, processes and practices of civilian commemoration.

The bombing of Britain in WWII, widely known as the Blitz, and the institutional,
civic and public response to it, is well documented, starting in the early years of
the war (Ministry of Information 1942) and then meticulously recorded in the
HMSO Civil Series histories of social policy (Titmuss 1950) and civil defence
(O’Brien 1955). The air war, in its distinct phases, impacted the whole country;
although about half of the country’s population were never bombed, all were
under constant threat and at various levels of defensive readiness (Overy 2013,
141). The impact was directly through attack and indirectly through necessary
counter-measures (O’'Brien 1955, 1). There was ‘seldom a day in five years
when enemy aeroplanes or flying-bombs or rockets were not over some part of
Britain’ (Titmuss 1950, 323). London suffered the most prolonged exposure to
aerial attack with ‘the alert sounding 1124 times during which it endured 101
daylight and 253 night attacks’ (1950, 323). Air war impacted Britain significantly
through widespread destruction and displacement. Many thousands were killed
and injured; almost 70,000 deaths are recorded on the Roll of Honour of Civilian
War Dead (Commonwealth War Graves Commission 2021a), over 10% of all

British and Commonwealth WWII fatalities.

The history of the aerial attacks is an important component of the nation’s post-
war cultural history (Calder 1991; Connelly 2004; Noakes & Pattinson 2014;
Noakes 2020), taking its place alongside the legendary, nation-defining stories
of Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain. Indeed, it has been argued, that it says

more, about the post-war nation’s view of itself, than those military deeds
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(Baxendale 2003; Calder 1991; Morgan 2001). This argument rests, in part, on
dismal pre-war predictions that fragile civilian morale would undermine the
conduct of the war (Harrisson 1976, 23; Morison 1939; Overy 2013, 23-26;
Titmuss 1950, 12). More importantly, it springs from a civilian temperament,
amid the all-encompassing experience of war, that confounded expectations, a
narrative of which was persistently deployed, to stiffen resolve at home and

convince potential allies of the country’s ability to fight on.

In 2005, when ‘civilians’ were again subject to the fatal consequences of
bombs, the Blitz narrative, rooted in 1940, was enabled to calm a feverish
national mood. Its readily recognised message centred on positive behaviour,
deemed uniquely British, a natural poise and calmness under fire (Jack 2009;
Kelsey 2013). The power of the narrative was unifying and simple: the
experience, indeed, the spirit of 1940, could be safely invoked; the nation
realising that, having negotiated the perils of the Blitz, it could get through 7/7.

However, as intimated in these early comments, the way significant events in a
tragic past are remembered and repurposed demands scrutiny. Nowhere in
evidence, in 2005, were legitimate recollections of homelessness,
displacement, fear, destruction and death, all significant outcomes of the
original Blitz. Their exclusion, regrettable yet understandable, was no match for
the simple recall of more positive aspects of a complex past, pointing to the
uneven remembrance of the British civilian experience. This unevenness is also
in evidence in commemorative materialisation. Britain and its overseas
battlefields abound with monuments to warfare and warriors as attested by
more than 90,000 records held on the Imperial War Museum’s War Memorial
Register; later analysis will show that dedicated civilian memorials account for
less than 1% of this record. In London, the Bomber Command Memorial of
2012, close to Hyde Park Corner, highlights the uncertain revelation of civilian
experience. Much criticized, aesthetically and morally (Moore 2012), the
monument marks the loss of 55000 aircrew in the controversial air offensive on
Germany. In honouring the undoubted bravery of the crews, a minimal
acknowledgement, indeed lip-service, of civilian consequences, is offered, in a

generalised, rather meaningless, inscription on the frieze, remembering:

‘all those, everywhere, who are casualties of air warfare’.
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1.3 Popular Myths

The Blitz narrative, paraded in 2005, at a time of shocking tragedy, appropriated
particular aspects of the wartime experience, resolution and defiance, to act as
a metaphor for a display of national togetherness. Contemporary histories of the
Blitz similarly lauded civilian fortitude but not to the exclusion of evacuation,
rationing, black-out, gas masks, civil defence, sheltering, damage, dislocation,
death and injury (Calder 1941b; Farson 1941; Hodson 1941; Jameson 1942;
Lewey 1944; Marchant 1941; Mass-Observation 1940a; Muir 1942; Nixon 1980
[1943]; Underdown 1942; Woon 1941). It was in this immersive war experience
that the notions of the Blitz and its spirit took early root. Inez Holden, a writer
working in a factory, later lost to the bombs with many fatalities, spoke of co-
workers’ dignified waiting, working-on under prolonged threat, exhibiting

impatience ‘with easy heroical talk and pat-off patriotism’ (2019 [1941], 74).

The term, Blitz, whose development and meaning is covered later, emerged
during 1940 to represent devastating air attack, taking its place alongside ‘total
war’, ‘home front’ and ‘The People’s War’ as wartime expressions of the all-
encompassing experience, endured by British civilians, conjured extensively in
books and newspapers throughout the post-war period. All are still in use but it
is Blitz that arguably captures best all that civilians had to contend with under
bombardment, the frightening, dispiriting and intensely tragic events that gave
rise to the casualty toll. Blitz also represents something less tangible and, as
this thesis argues, more contentious. Inherent in the expression, as intimated
above, are human characteristics, emerging in the earliest days of the
bombardment, of resilience, togetherness and bravery (Ministry of Information
1942; Ziegler 1995), a spirit of the times, promoted by government agencies

and popular media, then and still.

These remarks signal a tendency, not limited to civilian experience, for wartime
exploits, the lived experience of protagonists, to be modified by time and telling,
to attain a mythical quality. Myth is a concept given to confusion and
misunderstanding, not least in dictionary definitions embracing it as a widely-
held but false belief, deeply rooted in folklore and the supernatural, as well as a
popular conception which exaggerates or idealizes the truth. Myths have been
described, in a conscientious objector’'s memoir of a ‘cack-handed’ war, as ‘an

orgy of over-simplification that shape attitudes that would last a lifetime’ (Blishen
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1972, 123). More positively, it can represent popular narratives, life stories of a
group, or even a nation, that are crucial to a sense of identity and need not be

taken as ‘untruth, still less lies’ (Calder 1991, xiii). As a ‘particular explanation’
of events, a myth is a fabrication, selective and embellished, to form a version

of history, a sense of where a group stands in the world (Connelly 2004, 1).

A wry observation, on the nature of myth, suggests that it brings no harm as
long as it is not believed (Jack 2011, 89). Allowing for journalistic tongue-in-
cheek, Jack (2011), with Calder (1969; 1991), Connelly (2004) and Morgan
(2001), explores popular myths adopted to come to terms with Britain’s
diminished status in a post-colonial world, one in which Britain’s proud wartime
narratives are presented, paraphrasing Churchill, as ‘our finest hour’ (Jenkins
2001, 621). It is not a single narrative but a compound of momentous events in
sequence, from evacuation to demobilisation, from Dunkirk to D-Day, which
resonate with each other to define the heroic role of service personnel and
civilians throughout the war. The brief descriptions of the Blitz, in these early
paragraphs, point to its mythic quality and its place within an overall wartime
myth that is not novel. A process of mythologisation, with roots in wartime
government communications, gained traction during the post-war period, with
particular prominence and critique after the late 1960s (Calder 1969; Calder
1991; Connelly 2004), wherein resilience and unity prevail, in popular

imaginings, over tragedy. This process is examined in Chapter 4.

Harking back to a ‘heightened imagined past’ appears to increase during
periods of crisis; lan Hislop (2005 xi-xiii) speaks of ‘plundering the olden days’
to make more sense of a difficult present (Oliver 2005; Not Forgotten 2005). It
was therefore to be expected that the Blitz should be recalled after 7/7 with a
powerful message that British unity and determination can overcome enemies
wherever they are from. The 7/7 narrative appropriated, as a nation-defining
legend, a wartime spirited response invoked, by politicians, press and public, in
difficult times. Extraordinarily, the Blitz had been similarly deployed in New
York, by then-Mayor, Rudi Giuliani, in the aftermath of 9/11 (Field 2002). In
episodes, the capturing of specific elements of the Blitz has continued since the
early 2000s, appearing, for example, as a subtext to the stand-alone position
adopted by the ‘Leave’ persuasion in the Brexit debate (Toynbee 2019). The

visceral response, by broadcaster, Andrew Neil, to the 2017 terrorist atrocity on
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Westminster Bridge, asked, of the perpetrator’s supporters, whether they knew
who they were taking on; the British, had stood up alone ‘to the might of the

Luftwaffe, air force of the greatest evil mankind has ever known’ (Warren 2017).

Further examples are evident in the context of the Covid pandemic, not least
the fighting talk that accompanied the early Government response. This
reached its apotheosis, in an extraordinary statement, by the then Health
Secretary, Matt Hancock (Dejevsky 2020; Freedland 2021; Harris 2020; Hyde
2020; Reuters 2020), which exhorted the current generation to show the fight of
its grandparents:

‘...withstanding the nightly pounding [...], the rationing, the loss of life,
they pulled together in one gigantic national effort. Today our generation

is facing its own test, fighting [...] new disease [...] to protect life.’

There are surely few times when applying such rhetoric is uncontroversial and
universally acceptable; perhaps the lauding of quiet resolve in 2005 was one of
them. The pernicious deployment of a Blitz spirit as a ‘patriotic device’ is
guestionable at any time but at its worst when an atrocity had come from within
as it did in 2005 (The Economist 2020). The thesis decries the political
deployment of wartime clichés, the selective weaponizing of the Blitz; it is
uncomfortable with what is excluded. The lazy link of rationing and loss of life is,
at best, insensitive and is emblematic of the issue recognized here, that
remembrance of the tragic outcome for thousands is obscured in a popular
narrative which replaces harsh reality with the balm of Britain, alone, meeting

disease, terror and Brexit, with the equanimity of our 1940 ancestors.

The Blitz myth, in its simplicity and ready acknowledgement, represents notions
of national pride, encoding bravery, stoicism, humour and team spirit, standing
tall under fire. There is a substantial body of work that reinforces the display of
these characteristics by the public during the war (Addison 1990; Addison 2013;
Calder 1969; Calder 1991; Harrisson 1976; Levine 2015; Mackay 2002; Smith
2000). This work also acknowledges that the Blitz had a less wholesome side,
that ‘not all of the nation’s grandparents were model citizens’ (The Economist
2020). Recourse to the BBC'’s People’s War archive yields many eye-witness
accounts of mean-spirited behaviour and relentless looting (BBC 2020). There
IS, nonetheless, a consensus that, on balance, the behaviour of civilians under
fire was commendable. Ziegler points out bad behaviour such as greed, panic
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and cowardice, but the population ‘endured the blitz with dignity, courage,
resolution and astonishing good humour’ (1995, 163). However, this thesis
contends that the preference for a limited Blitz narration tunes out, not just the
seamier side of existence, the grim needs of survival, but the even nastier
realities of death and destruction. They are forgotten in a preferred mythology
whose persistence and deployment renders the civilian experience, under
enemy bombardment, as elusive and historically misunderstood; the

marginalisation of its remembrance is addressed in this thesis.

1.4 Analytical Framework

Widely-held narratives of the bombing of Britain’s cities in WWII have prospered
and persisted through their re-telling over the post-war period. This has created
a present-day understanding, distanced from a harsher reality, a separation of
‘fear and loss from episodes of bravery, resolution and humour’ (Connelly 2004,
5). More recently, in a presentation for the Commonwealth War Graves
Commission (CWGC), Noakes, echoing her latest research (2020), suggested
that civilian death mattered in wartime but notions of ‘Blitz spirit’ fail to describe
that past in a meaningful way today (CWGC 2020b). Overy suggests Blitz
reality is the victim of a ‘cruel’ myth, improperly publicised for its publicly-

accepted sentiments, not its truths (2020b).

In essence, Britain’s civilian war experience is remembered for fine personal
qualities rather than death and injury. Recently, this divergence is found in
selective and simplistic political re-imaginings of historical events, pitting in
opposition, experience and myth. This opposition presents a contentious
remembrance, subsumed within a myth, which, in its post-war embellishment,

overwhelms appalling experiences and tragic consequences.

The events in review are almost within reach, a surviving, lived memory for
some, albeit few now, over 75 years after World War Il. For the vast majority,
memories of that time are not experienced but are received, inherited and
absorbed, during a ‘contemporary past’ that links past events and their narrative
in the present (Buchli & Lucas 2001). The contemporary past, under review in
this research, dates from pre-WWII fears of civilian death and disorder until the
present day. En route, it passes distinct phases of air war and post-war years of
remembrance and narrative formation. Thus, it is a past that links lived
experience of the Blitz with a present-day dominant narrative, a badge of
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exceptionalism (Major 2020), paraded in an ‘age of discontent’ (Malik 2020,

Title), as a national story (Von Tunzelmann 2021).

This research undertaking is thus identifying and addressing the problem,
emphasised and endorsed by Overy (2020b) and Noakes (2020), that:

Understanding of the civilian bombing experience is impaired, overlooked

and misconstrued, in the construction of the modern narrative.

The remembrance of the civilian war experience, in today’s narrative and
material forms, is the product of a complex weaving of actors and activism,
government and civil society, indifference and forgetting. In a clamour to be
heard and seen, history, through its stories and narratives, evolves through
competition; some stories subside and others predominate in a process of
contestation. Understanding that contestation is crucial to a better
understanding of the Blitz. The construction and evolution of the modern
narrative, during a shared contemporary past, has eclipsed important aspects of
the civilian experience which need a more balanced hearing. This is

summarised in the following research proposition:

There is a limited place for the civilian dead in the remembrance of the
Blitz which can be revealed through analysis of and engagement with the

people, processes and practices of civilian commemoration.

The aim of the research is to challenge the prevailing Blitz narrative, with its
limited representation of the civilian experience, through engagements with and
analysis of the processes and practices of civilian commemoration and the
people behind them. To present a more balanced Blitz narrative, the thesis
proposes to contest the myth, in its dominant narrative form, in an exposure of
an ‘historic reality’ (Overy 2020b) of the Blitz, its human consequences and how

they are recalled. It proposes to do this through these research questions:

1. How and why did the narrative of the Blitz emerge from its foundations

in 1940 to its prevailing position today?

2. How is the narrative reflected in remembrance? What is the nature

and extent of civilian remembrance in its commemorative forms?

3. Who are the actors in the contested remembrance of the civilian
experience and can an engagement with them reveal a more rounded

history than that presented by the current narrative of the Blitz?
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These questions exhibit an archaeological and anthropological motivation to
challenge and contest the narrative, revealing the experience it obscures
through the commemorative material behind the myth and the processes and

people that inspired both.

Saunders, establishing the credentials for the study of modern conflict,
advocated multi-disciplinary approaches to investigation of the material
products of war and the people behind them (2002; 2012). The questions yield

a qualitative, composite methodology:
1. A historiography of the Blitz story and the establishment of its myths
2. ldentification and analysis of civilian memorial archaeology
3. Identification of and engagement with agents of civilian remembrance

The implementation and impact of this research plan, encompassing archive
and database investigation, activist interviews and study of the narrative and

commemorative heritage of the Blitz, follows in Chapter 3.

Archaeology can act as a re-constructor of memories and, in the analysis of
commemorative artefacts, demonstrate how and by whom those memories are
transmitted. Moreover, in its anthropological perspectives, it can reveal the
people and their motives, in the act of archaeological formation. Together,
material culture and its creators and consumers, determine the challenge to the

prevalent myth.

The research questions ask what the material and its actors convey in an
‘enriching’ of the memory of the war, one that transcends ‘passive consumption
of media images’ (Wilson 2007, 227-228). In the context of Western Front
mythology, Wilson adds that ‘popular’ memory has been distanced by ‘popular
culture’ from the horrors of [trench] warfare. This thesis, hence, proposes,
through its analytical framework, a multi-faceted approach, covering the
excavation of both narrative and memorial artefacts (Myers 2008, 243-4), in an

archaeology of the myth of the Blitz.

1.5 Summary

A problem of historical understanding has been identified with respect to the
civilian experience of the Blitz, raising questions about the mutation of
interpretations of the past, the materiality of remembrance and the dynamics of
activists and supporters who have undertaken the challenge of civilian
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commemoration. The research proposition signals the three part analysis
framework of meaning, materialisation and activism that carries the later
analysis chapters. It amounts to an archaeology of narrative, commemoration
and people. An understanding of how these elements coalesce to a statement
of Blitz memory, modern scripts that challenge an embedded myth, is vested in
a theoretical context of contestation with respect to remembering, narrative
formation and commemorative practice. Theoretical frameworks, yielding a
better understanding of the contested meaning of the wartime Blitz narrative, in
today’s discourse, are developed in the next chapter and provide the building
blocks of the archaeological endeavour and its analysis, in Chapters 6-12, of
civilian remembrance in its commemorative forms, practices and activism, from

across Britain, with detailed case histories in London, Portsmouth and Bath.

Remembering the bombing and exploring the contesting of civilian
remembrance comes at an important time. Over eighty years ago, 1,500
Londoners died during the night of 8/9t" May 1941 (Collier 1959). These, the
heaviest losses of any raid on Britain during the war, are often obscured in the
‘celebration’ of VE Day. An expectation that the dates of the heaviest bombing
raids would be perpetuated in post-war remembrance (Calder 1941a) has never
been fulfilled and yet these are times when such history deserves to be recalled
to counter the political repetition of a limited Blitz narrative, readily deployed in

the special conditions of the pandemic.

The aim of this thesis is to redress the balance with a new approach to
presenting the Blitz that explores its realities through its remembrance practices
and people, an exploration of personal Blitz memory. The theoretical exploration
of the space between ‘Memory and Materiality’ (Myers 2008) and how that
shapes the archaeology of memory, analysed in succeeding chapters, is the

matter of the next chapter.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

‘By the politics of war memory and commemoration we signal the contestation
of meaning that occurs within and between the different forms and the (unequal)
struggle to install particular memories at the centre of a cultural world, at the

expense of others which are marginalised & forgotten’.
Contested remembrance defined in Ashplant, Dawson and Roper (2000,xi).

2.1 Background

Chapter 1 has positioned the bombing of Britain through the contested nature of
its remembrance, suggesting that the experience of death and loss is poorly
represented in Blitz narratives and might be better understood through an
analysis of civilian commemorative practices. This proposition emerges from the
evolution of wartime myths in the 75 years since the end of WWII and a
preliminary observation that what is being remembered only partially reflects the
experience of living and dying under aerial attack. Implicit in this proposition is
an argument that wartime and Blitz myths are popular but their simplistic,
narrative form progressively degrades the saliency and truth of the wartime
experience of civilians, represented by the remembrance of the civilian dead. It
is not that the loss of life is forgotten, even if there is little room for the dead in a
Blitz myth that is uplifting and defining of national character. It is instead
subordinated, not spoken of, not just in public discourse but in public space
where the perception that civilian remembrance is crowded-out by a dominant

military presence in post-war commemoration is tested in this thesis.

This preamble introduces the concepts at the heart of this project, memory and
its related components, remembrance and commemoration. These concepts, as
the following analysis suggests are given to confusion, overlapping
interpretation and inappropriate interchange. The thesis maintains that each
performs a specific role in recalling and looking-back on a contemporary past
which pitches experience and reality in opposition with narrative and myth.
Navigation through the web of memory work has been framed through a

simplifying, structure, wherein:

Memory represents mental processes of recall.
Remembrance concerns actions that perpetuate memories.

Commemoration defines the outcome of that remembrance.
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This conceptual framework culminates, through the argument and analysis that
follows, in the notion of contested remembrance, which, as the thesis title
declares, is central to an understanding of the civilian experience of
bombardment in WWII, its narrative evolution and its influence on the scale,

nature, meaning and visibility of its commemoration.

2.2 Memory

The source of the divergent versions of the past discussed in this thesis is
memory, the mental processes of recall, rooted in individuals and their senses.
Memory, despite the writer's simplifying framework above, is a complex matter
and one that excites concern in its usages and modifications. Harrisson, on
changes in remembering over time, cited the Bartlett theory (1932) which
proposed that remembering resulted from ‘imaginative reconstruction or
construction, built out of the relation of our attitude towards a whole active mass
of organised past reactions or experience, and to a little outstanding detail
which commonly appears in image or in language form’ (1976, 324). Memory,
thus stimulated by external and internal factors, is hence an inexact
representation of the past and by its exposure to influences, is not static. It is
evident, therefore, belying the simplistic description as mental processes of

recall, that memory is a problematic concept.

In 2008, a memory studies journal, dedicated to adding recognition, form and
direction ‘in this nascent field’ (Hoskins et al 2008, 5) was launched, just two
years after Winter criticised ‘the trivial linking of memory with every facet of our
contact with the past, personal or collective' (Winter 2006, 3). Debate, in
academic journals, reflects on the usage of the term, memory, in which its
sensory origins are conflated with actions and manifestations of recall that
coalesce from the individual to the collective (Green 2004; Winter 2006, 3-4).
Moshenska addresses this as a hyper-inflation of memory terms, unsuccessfully
bridging too wide a range of concepts (2015b, 197-198). Green’s recognition of
the danger of conflation of collective memory with individual scripts (2004, 35)
and Kansteiner’s critique of the methodological discontinuity between memory
studies and the historical consciousness of social collectives (2002, 179), are
evidence of resistance to an obsession (Bourke 2004, 473) with collective
memory, on which the deconstruction, see below, by Winter (2006) followed. In

the thesis, where | have designated the modern Blitz narrative, a myth where
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memory is absent, the misplaced description as a collective memory has been

called-out.

Winter, beyond concern with semantics, has sought a theoretical
reconsideration of memory, in which the ‘individual retrieval of personally

encountered events’, is separated from remembrance (Winter 2008, 9).

The application of modifying prefixes, designating various collective and
descriptive forms of memory, relates to social formation. This debate is of
interest to this thesis because the contextualisation of socially-influenced
memory, by an often bewildering application of qualifying prefixes, is
problematic in understanding the lived experience of the Blitz. Connelly, for
example, in an introductory passage, alludes to national, collective, public,
visual, flexible, popular and cultural memory, and later to folk- and false memory
(2004, 2-14). This extension from individual processes to the collective, from
specific recollection of events to shared knowledge, is, when paraded as a
singular ‘collective’ memory, a damaging simplification, divergent from the

nuance and diversity of meaningful remembrance.

2.3 Collective Memory

Reflecting on these issues is important in coming to terms with the inevitable; as
the decades since the end of WWII unfold, those with lived experience of the
bombing are dying-out and with them go their personal memories. However,
this 'immense and intimate fund' (Nora 1989, 12) is not necessarily lost. Those
personal memories survive, potentially modified, in inherited, shared narratives,
passing down the generations, their preservation the responsibility of others,
often family members, who, seven decades since WWII, have no direct memory
of it. It is a responsibility of remembrance, as living memory dies, transposed to
those who were absent. The fulfilment of this responsibility to the past is in acts
of remembrance and forms of commemoration in which memory is stored in
archives, films and books as well as in material commemoration such as
memorials and monuments (Winter 2017). Whether enshrined in stone, brass,
paper or celluloid, memories are perpetuated, at levels beyond the individual,

forming group narratives sometimes summarised as collective memory.

This construct is centred on the work of Halbwachs which argues that individual

memories are shaped by ‘cadres sociaux’, social frameworks, a group or
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collective, from a family to a society. The individual memory is hence part of a
group consciousness that lives beyond the realm of the individual, a ‘collective
memory’ (1992 [1925]). On this basis, collective memory, as an explanation of
widely-held beliefs or group consciousness of a particular past, offers a route to
explaining the emergence of Blitz narratives uninvested in experiences of the
time. Furthermore, in this sense, collective memory works to reshape the
original, individual memory, the sort of external influence that echoes the
‘imaginative reconstruction’ in the Bartlett theory (Moshenska 2010b, 199).
However, the concept has attracted critique which coincides with the surge in
conflict commemoration across the world, identified as a ‘memory boom' (Winter
1995) which in terms of later work by Winter (2006) could, with perhaps more
justification, be termed a remembrance boom. Winter's critique, in which he
objects to the 'cavalier' use of 'collective memory', focusses on memory as a
process, through which individuals and groups 'engage in acts of remembrance
together' (2006, 4-5). Halbwachs also links process with the act of

remembrance in acknowledging that:

‘The framework of memory confines and binds our most intimate
remembrances to each other' (1992 [1925], 53).

This binding is a concerted remembering, a summation of individual processes
of recall, which critics suggest do not add to a singular collective memory; each
atom of the whole is personal, framed by social and cultural influences, but not
subordinated to them (Bourke 2004, 473-485) permitting, not collective memory,
but an historical consciousness, a shared, multi-vocal view of the past. This
approach is supported in Calder’s analysis of the wartime myths of 1940 in
which he brings the notion of authentic, everyday knowledge, derived from
shared narratives, the telling of stories, to a historical consciousness that

transcends legend and untruth (Calder 1991, 9).

Memory, in itself, is not the source of the controversy, at least not in its
individual form, associated with Proust's 'lost past, recovered’, in processes of
involuntary, prompted memory (Bartlett 1932; Winter 2006, 21-22). It is at the
shared level, such as the various conjunctions described above, that a
collective memory jars. In the absence of agency, the misplaced pre-fixing of
memory Yyields ‘trite generalisations and sweeping statements’ such as the

memory of a nation (Moshenska 2015b, 205). It is the presence of individual
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agency, in the related matters of remembrance and commemoration, that
determines how memories of the individual and within a group are enacted. In a
recent review, which exposed the narrowness of the myth, Blitz spirit was
described as a ‘patriotic device embedded in collective memory’ (The
Economist 2020). While by no means the only recent addition of a social prefix
to a psychological process, it confirmed Bourke’s forthright view that collective

memory is an ‘obsession’ (2004, 473).

The concern expressed regarding the triteness and overuse of collective
memory to sum up a narrative extends to state intervention and formation of
'ideological discourse' (Gonzélez-Ruibal 2008, 256). This suggests a
subordination, not of memory but of the means of expression, of personal and
shared recollection, under authority. The Franco regime’s rigid shaping of post-
Civil War narratives, ‘infused with power relations’ (Bourke 2004, 474) is now
being addressed by a statutory recuperacion of ‘historical memory’ (Gonzalez-
Ruibal 2007, 205). Despite the uncomfortable prefix, memory laws now permit

collective acts of remembrance, reflecting discourse of a different colour.

Blitz narratives also sprang from ‘ideological discourse’ through wartime news
management and propaganda which, whilst insistent, was not enforced, as in
Spain. The historical consciousness of the myth of the Blitz is thus not a
monolithic, unchanging story of civilian spirit, solely determined by state-centred
propaganda. It has been characterised as an evolving narrative of broad
consensus, shaped in post-war discourse (Calder 1991; Connelly 2004). To
describe the narrative outcome as the collective or the national or the public
memory of the Blitz is problematic. There can be no one memory, however
pervasive the narrative. As Bourke contends ‘...individuals remember, repress,
forget and are traumatised, not societies' (2004, 473). This distinction isolates
personal memory, based on possession, held or inherited, and its coalescence
into a shared consciousness. In summary, not all subscribers to a pervasive
myth will necessarily share personal or inherited memories of it; ascription of

‘collective memory’ is thus inappropriate (Winter 2006, 4).

There are 'hallmark’ dates of collective remembering, at a societal level, such as
VE day or 9/11. Each individual memory of them was/is personal, informed by
place, time and experience (Winter 2006, 5), so coalescence to a singular

collective memory of say 9-11, 7/7 or VE day is fanciful. It makes the ready
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recourse to a Blitz ‘collective memory’ all the more questionable. Halbwachs
expresses the process as follows: 'to retain these remembrances we must tread
the same path that others would have followed had they been in our position’
(1992 [1925], 53). The question arises here whether Halbwachs is identifying
the transition from personal memory to collective memory or indicating that

social frameworks determine the act and nature of remembrance.

2.4 Remembrance

As seen above, the concept of memory has attracted strong critique when
applied to group, collective contexts (Bourke 2004; Moshenska 2015b; Winter
2006). Nonetheless, the process of memory, ‘the individual retrieval of
personally encountered events’ (Winter 2008, 9), is the path, through the
operation of Halbwachs’ frameworks of memory, that bonds remembrances to
each other (1992 [1925], 53).

A worldwide remembrance surge, emerging in the early/mid 90s, was a
response to, inter alia, anniversaries of World War | and, 50 years from the end
of WWII, a rapid increase in discussing and remembering the Holocaust
(Ashplant et al 2000, 3-7). The surge, characterised as a ‘memory boom’
(Winter 2006), saw a proliferation of remembrance forms, some ‘orchestrated
by nation-states’ and others such as personal testimony, public
commemoration, film and writing (Ashplant et al 2000, xi). Winter also promotes
a wider definition of remembrance acts than the creation of material
commemorations, citing academic research, family events and writing memaoirs
to create meaning from the study of a violent past (2008, 9). The extension of
this point embraces individual, simple acts of remembrance, from visiting a
grave to buying a poppy, as valued as a plaque or cenotaph in calling to mind
the past, each with their particular meaning. The passing of WWI veterans
accelerated the accession, by family successors, of responsibility for the
preservation of their memories, finding expression in acts of remembrance and
memorialisation, a passing from survivor to cultural memory (Ashplant et al
2000). The aforementioned surge followed a post-WWII remembrance hiatus, in
marked contrast with post-WW!I mourning and grief in twenty years of structural

memorialisation (Winter 2008, 7).

Earlier in the chapter remembrance was defined as the actions that perpetuate
memories. In contrast with the personal sense of memory, remembrance readily
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extends from the individual to the collective (Moriarty 1997, 125), through the
operation of ‘social agency’ (Ashplant et al 2000, 3), a term which characterises
the work of Winter and Sivan (1999) and that continued by Winter (2006; 2008;
2017). Social agency underpins the concept of collective remembrance defined
as the acts and manifestations which are the outcome of collectives and the

agency of individuals working within them (Winter 2006, 3-7).

Earlier work (Winter 1995) had studied remembrance of the Great War through
the sites of memory ‘in which communities endeavoured to find collective solace
after 1918’ (1995, Frontispiece). This work was capitalised on by Winter and
Sivan (1999) who first urged a rejection of the notion of collective memory in
remembering war, favouring instead the concept of historical collective
remembrance. This recognised the link between collective action and the work
of remembrance, drawn from many conflicts around the world. It emphasized
the actions of small groups and their questioning of a state-led ‘collective
memory' (1999, 9). It articulated an unease with an unmerited ‘sense of
consensus’ on collective memory, as a metaphor for remembrance,
commemoration and shared narratives, pithily dismissed as lacking ‘causality’
(Bourke 2004, 473). Causality, embraced as agency by Winter and Sivan (1999,
29), was described as operating through three groups of actors, each vying to

do the work of remembrance:
1. Civil society
2. The State
3. Collective, voluntary enterprise

Collective remembrance is defined by its actors, 'the product of individuals and
groups who come together not at the behest of the state [...] but because they
have to speak out' (Winter and Sivan 1999, 9). For civil society, the reservoir of
public consciousness of war narratives, the actors largely adopt the passive role
of followers or collaborators and attract the sobriquet, Homo agens. In the state
and its agencies, dependent on the political structure or imperative, the
attribution of role is less straightforward and the role of instigator emerges,
eschewing the role of follower. Homo actans, the activist, principally an
individual or a small group, also looms large in collective enterprise, galvanised
by shared objectives, in projects aimed at the fulfilment of community

remembrance goals (1999, 29).
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2.5 Contested Remembrance

A conceptual framework, at the start of this chapter, defined memory and
remembrance and their role in understanding the notion of a contested
remembrance of the civilian experience of bombardment in WWII. The
preceding sections have illustrated that both concepts are contentious, in their
linguistic usage and theoretical deployment, suggestive of the challenges facing

those who seek public remembrance and meaningful commemoration.

Remembering does not occur in a vacuum; each act is influenced by politics,
social change, grief, neglect, forgetting, anniversaries, activism, nostalgia and
practicalities such as finance. In addition, while acts of remembering are driven
by internal, personal motives and memories, they are socially shaped and
culturally informed, as they negotiate the above influencing factors. Regardless
of its source, the pursuit of remembrance is tested in the meanings intended,

through the processes adopted and by the institutions and groups involved.

Remembrance, ‘what groups of people try to do when they act in public’ arises
from a contest of 'transactions and negotiations', amounting to a politics of war
memory and commemoration (Ashplant et al 2000, xi). Ashplant, Dawson and
Roper, with this language of trade-offs and deals, offer a route into the multi-
faceted notion of contestation, by exploring ‘relations of power’ that structure

ways in which wars are remembered, across a range of commemorative forms:

‘By the politics of war memory and commemoration we signal the
contestation of meaning that occurs within and between the different
forms and the (unequal) struggle to install particular memories at the
centre of a cultural world, at the expense of others which are

marginalised & forgotten’ (2000, xi).

This manifesto of contestation is multi-layered and speaks, from the outset, of
the intent of remembrance and its reflection in the meaning of commemorative
outcomes. It suggests a contestation, not necessarily adversarial, based on
shades of meaning, the mixing of messages, preferences of form and, in short,
a multiplicity of outcomes, not all of which can or will deliver the requisite

remembrance.

It also echoes, through the identification of struggle, the notion of unequal

power, described earlier as ‘power relations’ (Bourke 2004, 473), conjuring the
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role of the state in relation to other sources of remembrance. Later
consideration of state-centred discourse, in a British context, exhibits subtlety in
political influence, in contrast to repressive remembrance environments, where
power relations and transactions enforce politicised versions of the past. The
subjugation of personal recollection, by the imposition of state-led ideological
discourse (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2007, 205; 2008, 256), is seen vividly in the
presentation of Barcelona’s Blitz which, like that in Britain, has been the object
of cultural appropriation and the building of myths. The Barcelona bombardment
Is part of the state-centred repatriation of pre-Civil War ‘historical memory’,
contested and suppressed in decades of Francoist authoritarianism. Supported
by national and provincial legislation, a ‘partnership’ of city authority and people
has confronted the past hegemonic history in presenting striking
commemorative outcomes on the occasion of significant anniversaries
(Sharrock 2020). In Barcelona, the ‘power relations’, challenging a limited
history of bombardment, are shared between state-led agencies and voluntary
enterprise. This partnership has not/yet to be materialised in the British context
where narrative contestation is unfolding from the grass-roots where, as later

chapters demonstrate, personal memory is channelled to public remembrance.

State-centred interventions illustrate the presumption that remembering is
virtuous and that forgetting is ‘necessarily a failing’ (Connerton 2008, 59).
Connerton’s framework describes repressive erasure and prescriptive
forgetting, as examples of extreme state intervention, with the latter, in Spain,
‘vigorously prosecuted’ until the death of Franco. In the former West German
Republic, ‘the identification and punishment of active Nazis was a forgotten
issue by the early 1950s’ in an effort to restore a level of cohesion to civil
society and re-establish the legitimacy of the state (2008, 62). Germany’s
destruction by bombing was repaired but the ‘effacement of grievous memory’
was a product of institutional intervention, ceding to civil society’s overwhelming
desire to forget. As traced by Sebald (2003), German literature reflected this
desire not to remember and colluded in forgetting as humiliated silence (2008,
68-69). Connerton also links forgetting to the ‘orgy of monumentalisation’
following the carnage of the Great War, its memorials forming places of
mourning for the Glorious Dead (Winter 1995). The 10 million wounded

survivors, the ‘dismembered-not remembered’ were marginalised, the sight of
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them deemed ‘discomforting, even shameful’ (Connerton 2008, 69) and not
consistent with a united narrative of glory and sacrifice. Ashplant, Roper &
Dawson describe a form of forgetting, in 1950s Britain, wherein ‘evasions’, in
literature and film, of class, politics and gender divisions, sustained a picture of
a nation united (2000, 271). Examples of this are exposed in Chapter 4 and
feature collaborations, of the state and a willing civil society, built on meanings
which permit oblivion and forgetting. A parallel is observable in the research
proposition and its recognition that there has been a relegation of the civilian
dead and injured in a Blitz myth of togetherness and resilience.

In an extended essay, Ashplant, Dawson and Roper recognised three
paradigms of remembrance production, namely state-centred, social agency
and popular memory through which integrative and collaborative insights from
each, permitted ‘the transactions and negotiations that occur between various
agencies-state, civil society, private social groups and individuals-involved in
producing war memorials’ (2000, 3-85). These vectors of remembrance parallel
the categorisations of civil society, state agency and voluntary enterprise,
identified by Winter & Sivan, as a framework in which actors, whether
collaborators or instigators, transact and negotiate the remembrance process
(1999, 9-29). Moreover, there is a close relationship with the political and
communicative pathways of memory transmission toward cultural realisation,
identified in work by Assman & Czaplicka (1995, 125-133). The trade-offs in and
between these paths of transmission, explored in Chapter 4, have yielded the
distortion identified in the previous chapter, the supremacy of the myth over the
memory of the civilian experience in cultural form. However, it is in the
development of a theory of popular memory that the particular dynamics and
interactions of small groups was envisaged and later observed, (see case
material of Chapters 7-11, comprising different types of collective formations of
memory, which Winter describes as people working together, ‘in public to

summon the past’ (2006, 5).

Dawson describes the process, that he, Ashplant and Roper inscribed, wherein
kinship groups, such as old comrades and local community groups, empower
individual stories of shared experiences to form a shared but private narrative.
To break out of the internalisation, the ‘immediate circle of memory’, and

perhaps interact with new collective structures, the group adopts the role of
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actor (the Homo actans of Winter’s and Sivan’s analysis). Public exposure
brings new challenges and contests in a ‘social arena’ of trade-offs, a balancing
of power and its relations, if the original intimate group is to succeed in the

unequal contest of bringing its particular remembrance to fruition (2005, 154).

This section has summarised the vesting of remembrance, contested or
otherwise, in people with individual, personal memories shaped by social milieu
and the practicalities of delivering public remembrance. These actors, followers
and instigators, inheritors of survivor memory or challengers of state narratives,
are at the heart of contested remembrance seeking meaningful commemoration
for the people and the memories they represent. It is to the arena of

commemoration that the thesis turns to now.

2.6 Commemoration: Form, Meaning and Place

At the start of the chapter a simplifying framework was proposed based on
process (memory), action (remembrance) and outcome (commemoration).
Commemoration speaks to form, meaning and place and is the outcome, event
or manifestation of the act of remembrance. This distinction is sustained in this
project and is the concluding step in an analysis of theoretical frameworks of

memory and of an unravelling of the notion of contested remembrance.

Contestation communicates the struggle by individuals, small groups and
institutions to make public their stories. The essence of contestation is distilled
in the potential for all commemorative forms, including memorials, to succumb
to the risk that personal memories on which the remembrance process is
founded are subsumed ‘to the collective, where the personal becomes
marginalised and unconstituted' (Buchli & Lucas 2001, 80). Their assessment
adds that 'In every memorial something has been left out; it is the absent that
causes the tension’, a quotation chosen for its clarity in communicating the
inevitable compromise in transacting memory into collective remembrance. Its
echoes in the limitations of the Blitz narrative are all too clear and are evident in

the analysis chapters to come.

Acts of remembrance present commemorative forms ranging from books and
films to memorial events, a conjunction of object, place and people (Halbwachs
1992 [1925], 53; Stephens 2013, 659). The emphasis in this thesis, however, is
on material commemorative outcomes, memorials and monuments, familiar

sights/sites in cities, towns and villages across the country. From grand
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monuments to humble plaques, town cenotaphs to bound-books of names, their
variety and number speak of memories, grief, loss and celebrations of valour.
They mark points in time of past conflict. There are 306,000 CWGC grave
markers at 13000 sites (Commonwealth War Graves Commission 2021a) and
over 90,000 recorded war memorials in Britain (Imperial War Museum 2021),
the product largely of the country’s imperial/colonial past and the sustained war

remembrance in the years following WWI.

Memorials deserve consideration beyond their proliferation; they are common,
not commonplace. They inscribe memories of honour, valour, sacrifice and loss,
as places of mourning (Winter 1995), ‘shaped in the social framework of
remembrance-individual, collective and national’ (Stephens 2013, 659).
Furthermore, they can encode personal emotions of guilt, anger, forgetfulness,
regret and shock, alongside considerations of nationality, faith, gender, age and
ethnicity. These are filtered through the group or collective, as Halbwachs
suggested, ‘treading the same path’ (1992 [1925], 53), to forge a collective
identity, through the work of commemoration but at a cost, the subsuming of
personal memory in the collective process of conferring public meaning (Buchli
& Lucas 2001, 80).

The contest of the personal and the public meets at the materiality of
commemoration, where memorials influence the contestation of remembrance;
they invariably outlive the people and the memories they enfold, perhaps
extending the words of a message, if not its original meaning, beyond the
generation that created it. Each memorial originates with an intention to
remember, a call to memory for those interacting with it, but meanings are not
guaranteed to last if the links, between remembered and rememberer, are

broken. Commemoration endures when it holds meaning for those who follow.

The social frameworks that inspired the post-Great War parades and wreath-
laying at cenotaphs are an example; formed of survivors and directly bereaved,
their remembrance was framed within a national remembrance consensus
(Winter 2006, 141-143). Those survivors who once marched to mark the
passing of comrades are now, themselves, gone and yet, prompted by the
centenary years of the Great War, and despite critique of ‘vainglorious
memorialising of war’ (Toynbee 2019), these commemorations appear as

relevant to war remembrance as ever (The Guardian 2010).
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Nonetheless, commemoration stands in an uncomfortable space between what
happened and what is remembered and forgotten, a place where memory
ceases to be agile and stimulating but crystallizes, in Nora's description, when
environments of memory translate to lieux de mémoire (Nora 1989, 7). This
metamorphosis sees the memory invested in a memorial, monument or plague,
originally well-intentioned, no longer living, its meaning gone, the
commemoration reverting to a piece of stone, steel or slate, a mere footnote,
becoming ‘the matter of history’. The memorial no longer functions as an
outcome of active remembrance as its link to the actors, the social framework
that created it, has been broken (Nora 1989, 18-19). Analysis by Gonzéalez-
Ruibal paints a pessimistic picture. Places of memory, embracing collective
remembrance in material form, are doomed to a meaningless future as lieux de
mémoire if a gulf opens between them and the social structures that created
them. He dismisses lieux de mémoire as well-worn metaphors, ‘clichés that
claim to encapsulate memory’ but fail, detached from socially significant
recollection, absorbed into ‘a monument apparatus sustaining an ideological
discourse’ (2008, 256-257). These trenchant views are applied in the analysis to
some great monuments of state, citing the Arc de Triomphe, yet they beg a
debate on commemoration at all levels, those that reflect the politics and
saliency of national narratives and humbler yet personal interventions. In regard
to the latter, an observer, preferring anonymity, from a remembrance institution,
cited the storage of memorials, compiled by churches, schools, factories and
other institutions that no longer exist, in a vast warehouse, a ‘cemetery’ of
forgotten memorials, with apologies to Zafon (2004). The observer questions
whether new memorials should be created when many others, still relevant,

remain unshown.

This example and the pessimism of the descent to lieux de mémoire is by no
means a verdict of destiny for all monuments as they evolve from the realm of
the abject, to spaces where memories are materialised, ‘constituted in relation
to a group’s identity’. Gonzalez-Ruibal acknowledges this by citing Ground Zero
in New York and Washington’s Vietnam Memorial. In this regard, he concurs
with Young (2017) that these monuments invite a continuing social engagement
that has saved them, to this point, from becoming trivialised and absorbed into

‘a monument apparatus sustaining an ideological discourse’ (2008, 255-260).
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Young has spoken of ‘memory, counter-memory and the end of the monument’
in the context of post-conflict remembrance in Germany (1997). His analysis of
public art, sculpture and memorials in the early/mid-nineties endorsed
memorialisation that subverted monolithic norms and traditions, favoured
impermanence and invited cultural interaction to stimulate memory (Lupu 2003).
His monumental critique continues in 2017, describing an unbroken chain from
Lutyens’ Thiepval, by way of German counter-monuments, to a ‘vernacular arc’
linking Berlin’s Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe and the pools of
infinity on the 9-11 Plaza in New York. He cites Maya Lin’s Vietham Veterans
Memorial in Washington, D.C. for its challenge to the ‘static fixedness, bombast,
self-certainty and authoritarian didacticism’ of conventional monuments (2017,
8). Reiterating themes from earlier work, Young echoes Sert, Leger and Giedion
(Giedion 1958 [1943]), fulminating against ‘pseudomonumentality’ which
parades ‘routine shapes from bygone periods, mere clichés without emotional
justification’ (Young 2017, 10-14). It is not fanciful to imagine Young’s verdict
inveighing against the Bomber Command memorial. An argument that size and
form can militate against human connection informed the scale of the Berlin
Holocaust Denkmal and the 9-11 negative-form pools, both projects in which he
had a major role. Borg recognised that a memorial lacking human scale might
compromise connection. Choosing to contrast the relative simplicity of the
Unknown British Warrior in Westminster Abbey with the Menin Gate and the Arc
de Triomphe, he observed ‘vast size and imposing position are not of

themselves a requirement for a good memorial’ 1991, 142).

Monuments by definition have a role to remind and transmit to later generations
(Young 2017, citing Giedion 1958) but many fail, not only because scale
overwhelms interaction, but through a failure to establish connection-cultural,
personal and collective, the very pathways of memory transmission identified by
Assmann, leading to a breakdown in the interdependence of memory and the

memorial, which must commemorate and communicate.

The anti-monument critique is embedded in social practice at memorial sites.
Monuments can fail, be frozen, by a breakdown in social engagement or they
can live because the memory and memorial remain connected (Eréss 2017, 19-
20). Connerton’s ‘orgy of monumentalisation’ after WWI decried the

appropriation of the ‘glorious dead’ and the prescribed forgetting of the
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‘dismembered-not remembered’ (2008, 69). His view came when the virtue of
remembrance was reviving in the midst of London’s recent memorialisation,
explored in Chapter 6. Memorials exist in all shapes and sizes and they are the
first undaunted recourse of individuals and communities in public remembrance
of a difficult and/or violent past. The pop-up memorial on the Albert
Embankment to the dead of the pandemic and the rapid memorialisation of 7/7
point to the continuing urge, albeit driven by different motives, to remember
through commemoration; even the ephemeral on-site memorials, appearing
within hours of 7/7, such as cards, post-it notes and placards, are enshrined at

the London Metropolitan Archives.

The theoretical literature makes clear that the contest between history and
remembrance exists in an inherently uncomfortable space of memory
transaction, imperfect by dint of its collective processes and the passage of
time. The contesting of remembrance has its arena in the realm of
commemoration. The balance between ‘what happened’ and ‘what is
remembered’ depending on the functioning of memory and its vulnerable agility
(Nora 1989, 7). Eréss (2017) distinguishes between living memorials and frozen
monuments depending on the capacity to sustain regular social practice. This
suggests that engagement is two-way. The memorial has to earn public
acceptance and the public have to remain engaged, through time, to provide a

memorial legacy to succeeding generations.

Winter observed the conjunction of significant anniversaries of WWI and the
Holocaust in a late-20™ century memory boom. Later analysis suggests this
continued, certainly in London, into the 215t. The commemorative upsurge,
around the centenary years of WWI generated wide popular support although
its subtexts, variously perceived as nationalistic and vainglorious (Jenkins 2019;
Jones 2014; Toynbee 2019), were not universally popular. The centenary saw
the galvanising of remembrance by individuals and communities, long after
the last of the Great War generation had died, repurposing the image of

the “Tommy’ as ghost statues at schools, churches and village cenotaphs.
Poppies became a sea of red in the moat at the Tower, giving physical
emphasis to the notion that private ‘first-hand remembering’ is negotiated to
public remembrance through the deployment of a ‘legacy’ of memory (Moriarty
1999, 653-4). For all of the uncertainty, implicit in this commemorative critique,
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the memorialisation process continues and evolves; amid a continuing public
commitment to war remembrance, a ‘vibrant discourse’ of renewals and
revisions is observable (Marshall 2004, 51). And yet, where is the place of
civilian remembrance to match this? The remembrance of civilians remains
locked in the lieu de mémaoire of Blitz Spirit, which this thesis suggests is a
failed ‘monument’ where fitting remembrance is unable to function, locked in a
‘collective fabrication’ of the past (Buchli & Lucas 2001), detached from the

bombs that once defined it.

2.7 Structuring an archaeology of Blitz memory

In Chapter 1, the research proposition expressed its concern over the
sublimation of the civilian experience under bombardment by a modern
narrative, simplified in political appropriation. It predicated an archaeological
challenge, to the embedded script, which engaged with the people, processes
and practices of civilian commemoration. A three-part framework of research
guestions and methodologies focussed on the contestation of memory
formation in the remembrance arena, the unequal task of bringing memories to
public remembrance, in an environment of competing narratives and challenges

to meaning, materialisation and protagonist.

The theoretical canon that faced this review is controversial, not least in the
dilemma between memory and its understanding in collective situations.
Nonetheless, a simple framework has distinguished mental process from action
and outcome, at all societal levels, from the state to the individual, acting out
different roles around an understanding of contested remembrance. A
significant body of work, reviewed in this chapter, identifies the interplay of
agencies, from the state to the individual (Ashplant et al 2000; Bourke 2004;
Winter & Sivan 1999; Winter 2005). These actors provide a bridge from the
private (memory) to the public (remembrance), to paraphrase Moriarty (1999,
654-655). This chapter has sought to establish some clarity in that regard in a
separation of the constitution and functioning of memory, its acts of

remembrance and its commemorative outcomes.

The theoretical review is central to the archaeological framing of the thesis
through its identification of three broad vectors and modes of transmission,
political, communicative and cultural (Assman & Czaplicka 1995). Furthermore,

this has devolved into/influenced the work of Ashplant et al (2000) and Winter &
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Sivan (1999) in the interlinking of state, society and popular memory with the

cultural output of smaller groups.

From this analysis, the thesis defines three structures in its archaeological
framework. The first concerns meaning and a Blitz narrative, simplistic in its
recall, that operates beyond any theoretical framework, being neither memory
nor remembrance. Through empty repetition, it operates ‘in place of memory’
(Nora 1989) and has no outcome that enables the past to be commemorated.
The exploration of the myth, its evolution and the experience it fails to
communicate is the matter of Chapters 4 and 5. This exposition is central to the

context of memory formation seen in the case chapters of 6-11.

The theoretical review of memory, remembrance and commemoration points to
the second structure, the materialisation of remembrance. It raises the issue of
what constitutes an effective monument or memorial. The debate has been
vested in social engagement, the roles of purveyors and consumers of
remembrance and the extent to which their work and observance sustains their
remembrance challenge. The thesis advocates no position on what a memorial
should be in regard to size, prominence, message or meaning. The description
of ‘humble’, in an earlier paragraph, is framed only in the context of a milieu of
larger, more expensive and, in some cases, controversial commemorations. No
pejorative connotations are intended yet, as the analysis chapters will show,
there is an inevitable critique of material, some opinionated and some vested in
the scholarship of others. A particular perspective is offered on a group of
monuments in London where the original meaning, vested in the civilian
experience of death and destruction, has been modified, by time and contested

implementation, to have more common ground with the Blitz myth.

More generally, commemorative critique is vested in a desire to show how
communities of experience are forming memories, However, civilian
commemorative material, undeniably, is elusive, fragmented and limited, yet
showing a diversity that creates prominence and pride. Some of it is more
effective in communication and engagement than others, some is small and
some extravagant, some reflect ideological connotations of remembrance and
others the fate of a few people caught up fatally in the lottery of indiscriminate
air attack. Nonetheless, ALL are the product of collective remembrance, what

individuals and groups do to bring memory from the personal domain into the
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public realm. In that sense they all reinforce that this thesis is a work of
archaeology of the Blitz and its memory. Archaeology can act as a re-
constructor of memories and, in the analysis of commemorative artefacts,

demonstrate how and by whom those memories are transmitted.

The third structure centres on the identification and role of the protagonist in the
creation of commemorative material. Moshenska foresaw the power of a
‘relentless focus on humanity amidst monumental materiality' (2008, 173) as
building blocks of conflict archaeology. The crucial motivation of this thesis
echoes this. Transcending distaste with the manipulation of narratives of
wartime bravery, the thesis foresaw, amid the elusive material of remembrance,
an unparalleled opportunity for an innovative perspective, the interrogation of
archaeological material in the act of its formation, the public flowering of Blitz
memory in the act of its commemoration. The thesis pursued the Halbwachs’
route, seeking ‘the same path’ (1992 [1925], 53), to engage in the transactional
nature of civilian remembrance and isolate, in an archaeology of Blitz memory,
the social influence on individual memory and hold the outcome up to a mirror
of the myth. The challenging, highly-personal evidence in later chapters bears
witness to this, a vibrant grass-roots remembrance, an archaeological

contesting of the Blitz myth, its formation and evolution.

2.8 Summary

The writer has no personal experience of the Blitz and hence no personal
memory of it. The consciousness of it, exhibited within the thesis, derives from
the memories of others, fieldwork, published sources and from personal
interactions, paralleling those identified by Calder (1991, 9). It amounts to an
inherited understanding, which is uneasy with the broad consensus, a so-called
collective memory of a Blitz spirit, seen as a confusion of inherited memory,
perpetuated knowledge and unquestioned narrative. The thesis arises from the
uncertain revelation of the human cost of the Blitz. It has been shaped by a
long-standing distaste of the means and motives of narrative management of
the best qualities of the blitzed British people for ends that specifically
marginalised their lived experience. The route to the thesis is grounded in this
unease and in an opportunity to challenge the embedded narrative with an
insight into the formation of memories and the communities that hold them in
the process of commemorative implementation.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

..a more holistic, historical archaeological approach [..] a series of excavations

into the soil, the texts, the imagery, the landscape, and the memory.’
Extract from Between Memory and Materiality (Myers 2008, 243-4).

3.1 Objectives

This study of remembrance comes from a perspective, at odds with the
apparent consensus. It does not subscribe to a collective ‘memory’ of the Blitz
and is concerned that the accepted narrative is distorted, largely myth rather
than understanding, yielding an improper reflection of history, which denies the
civilian dead the respect of proper remembrance. The deadly effects of civilian
bombing have been overtaken by the persistence and prevalence of popular
narratives which grant a limited place for the civilian experience in the

remembrance of the Blitz.

The research targeted the concealed history of the civilian experience by
exploring its narrative and commemorative forms. In Chapter 1 the thesis
presented a proposition that there is limited place for the civilian dead in the
remembrance of the Blitz which can be revealed through analysis of and
engagement with the people, processes and practices of civilian

commemoration. This chapter outlines how that was approached.

From the theoretical review, the notion of contestation, the unequal struggle to
translate memories into active remembrance (Ashplant et al 2000), has
particular relevance in an assessment of the civilian experience and its
dominance by persistent, yet limited narratives. The research proposition
incorporates the impact of contestation on impaired civilian remembrance and
guestions the extent and influence of contestation on commemorative
materialisation and the actions and motives of agencies and protagonists. The
arena of contested civilian remembrance is where their work is transacted,
influenced by the passing of the survivor generation, driven by meaningful
anniversaries. It is where commemorative outcomes are shaped and where new
meanings are possible, in response to the simplifying focus of popular
narratives. To understand this ‘place’ of contest and challenge, a place of
remembrance processes, commemorative practices and protagonists, the

thesis proposed, in Chapter 1, page 22, three questions that sought an
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understanding of what happened to civilians under bombardment and present
its remembrance in the face of myth (Wilson (2007, 227). It aimed to link the
evolution of remembrance narratives with the scale and nature of civilian

commemoration and the agencies, groups and individuals that contested it.

3.2 Methodology

The research plan deployed qualitative methods in a compound methodology,
with roots in history and archaeology. Paralleling the three research questions,

the research plan followed three methodological strands:

1. A historiography of the Blitz, contrasting civilian experience and the evolution

of the present narrative and its limitations.

2. An archaeology of remembrance practices to establish the context, time-line,

location, form and visibility of commemorative outcomes.
3. Engagement with commemorators and analysis of remembrance activism.

The methodologies, reflecting the textures and tones of sources, memories,
narratives and motives, are by definition qualitative. The classification of
commemorative material produced some quantifiable data on memorial types

but was not crucial to fulfilment of the research plan.

The research plan balanced investigation of remembrance practices with the
Blitz narrative; their divergent evolutions suggesting a ‘tension between
remembering and forgetting’ (Myers 2008, 231). Combining historical and
archaeological methodologies managed the conflict between reality and myth,
material and text, the divergence of an unchallenged narrative and inhibited

remembrance.

3.3 Historiography

The desire for revelation and analysis of the commemorative outcomes of
contested civilian remembrance and their divergence from limited but
entrenched narratives took the thesis into a methodological strand that called
for an understanding of the Blitz, the narratives that emerged from its lived
experience and how they had been shaped in the 80 years of the contemporary
past. How and why the Blitz story, from inception, under fire, transformed into
the proposed modern myth, a complex story of multiple viewpoints and sources,
was revealed in part by a review of a significant body of literature some of which

emerged early in the period of bombardment. Early interventions, for example,
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emerged from the agency charged with news management and home
propaganda, the Ministry of Information. In a series of popular, readily-
affordable booklets (Ministry of Information 1941; 1942; 1943; 1945) the
shaping of a Blitz narrative of calmness under fire is evident. At the start of
London’s heavy night raids another agency, Mass-Observation, independent of
government but contracted to it for public opinion reports, was relating home
front experiences which differed markedly from ministry output (Harrisson
1976). Present at every blitzed town, in capturing what people were thinking
and saying, it was matched by very few contemporary accounts (Calder 1940;
1941; Marchant 1941), limited under wartime reporting controls. At the same
time, photographs, newsreels and films were managed to feature narratives

which focussed on civilian behaviour and morale.

Transcending a review of cultural output, this methodological strand reviewed
the history through the evolution, mode and agency of its writing. In tracing the
divergence of history and memory, Nora recognised the ‘emergence of a history
of history’, in a developing historiographical consciousness (1989, 9). With this
guide, the thesis presents a story of writing the story, which traces the timeline,

nuances and embellishments, under wartime, post-war and recent conditions.

Historiography, as employed in this research design, was not a study of the
principles and techniques of history-writing. It was a presentation and review of
published sources and visual media which presented the unfolding history of the
Blitz narrative as a biography of its writing and representation. The current,
received narrative has emerged from multiple sources, dating from the time that
bombs were falling to the recent events, prefaced earlier. The historiographical
analysis has exposed the narrative’s unfolding and is presented in Chapter 4.
How the narrative is contested by aspects of the civilian experience of the Blitz
is explored in Chapter 5.

3.4. Commemorative Practice

The second methodology targeted an understanding of how the Blitz is reflected
in the nature and extent of civilian remembrance and in its commemorative
forms. It pursued an archaeology of remembrance practices to establish the
context, time-line, location, form and visibility of multiple commemorative
outcomes. Memorials, monuments and plaques, the significant elements of the

cultural material of wartime remembrance, are easily visible in every
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community; almost 90000 are recorded on the country’s main monuments
archive. The limited extent and visibility of civilian material in a military-
dominated universe, surmised in the introductory chapter, was borne out in the
analysis of material commemoration. The thesis established a comprehensive
picture of civilian commemorative material and its nature and development

through the four approaches outlined below.
1. Published sources

Listing of commemorative artefacts is extensive and ranges from national
databases (Imperial War Museum’s War Memorials Register), through specialist
books (Boorman 1995; Borg 1991; Brooks 2011; Mcintyre 1990) to local
websites such as London Remembers, ‘aiming to capture all memorials in
London’ (London Remembers 2021). Important also are incident-specific
records, often generated within social media; Facebook hosts many sites
devoted to monuments and memorials. An example, Memories of bygone
Portsmouth, has in excess of 30,000 followers (Marshallsay 2021). The main
national database, the War Memorials Register alone has almost 90,000
records of which around 2,060 are termed ‘civilian’, although, for reasons
outlined later, not all are a consequence of the air war. In London, the country’s
most intensely bombed region, about 300 Blitz memorials are listed in Brooks'
compendium (2011). For this project, the sources combined to provide good
coverage of existing material but to understand the nature and development of
civilian commemoration more than a catalogued list was required. Published
information is not necessarily comprehensive and can be inconsistent, lack
sufficient detail and visual references. Most of all it lacks a context which in-situ

validation affords.
2. Guided fieldwork

Directed by published and archive sources, in-field investigation located,
surveyed and recorded commemorative material in a wide range of urban
contexts. Each artefact, be it memorial plague, bombed church or cenotaph was
logged with a short narrative and a photographic record. The log noted
materials, measurements, inscriptions and dedications, location and setting.
The timeline of each artefact was established, wherever possible. Inauguration
and unveiling dates, whilst often absent from database sources, were followed

up through newspaper archives and civic records. The accumulated data
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established artefact biographies, locational contexts and timelines, some of

which are visible in a series of appendices.
3. Case histories

A perspective on the civilian ordeal and its remembrance was sought in case
history analysis. Preliminary review took place across a broad spectrum of
candidates. Birmingham, Bristol, Clydebank, Coventry, Hull, Liverpool,
Plymouth and Southampton all delivered credentials of contested Blitz
narratives, diverse commemorations and examples of activist communities.

The selections of London, Portsmouth and Bath are justified as follows.

London suffered over 30,000 civilian fatalities, two-thirds of which were
sustained in 9 months of relentless bombing from September 1940 until May
1941 (Ministry of Information 1942). It was during this bombardment that the
term Blitz was coined although it is now ascribed to bombing in other places.
London's identity still reflects the Blitz urban myth, its celebrated 'spirit’; a recent

source of pride and comfort in tough times (Jack 2011).

Portsmouth, with its naval dockyard, received many tactical raids as well as
heavy, concerted attacks which killed over a thousand residents, burned-out the
Guildhall and devastated the commercial heart of the city. After the war,
heralding massive restructuring, the city was dubbed the 'Smitten City’
(Portsmouth Evening News 2010 [1945]).

Bath suffered an unexpected weekend of raids in April 1942 for which it was
poorly prepared; hundreds died but most of the city’s Georgian heritage
survived. The experience has been portrayed in film as The Forgotten Blitz
(2011). Local history has stimulated extensive commemorative activity; civilians
were added to Bath Cenotaph in 2003, just 8 years after WWII service
casualties (Bath Chronicle 2012).

The cases present commemorative practices which exemplify the Blitz, highlight
activism and point to the contestation of the processes and outcomes of
remembrance. In this way the hidden stories and personal insights of activists

and survivors are revealed.
4. Commemorative analysis

Commemorative items are artefacts, the secondary deposition of cultural

material from the bombing. In places the monument, memorial or plaque is the
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only surviving vestige of the Blitz. Their isolation, see point 2 above, in a
commemorative landscape of manifold military emphasis, highlighted their
meaning and relevance to an appreciation of the civilian experience of the Blitz
and their relevance and engagement in the present. An analytical framework
deployed the following criteria:

Form: What is the memorial?

Function: What was the memorial’s intention and what is remembered?
Agency: Who initiated and installed it?

Setting & Context: Where is it? Why was it installed?

Timeline: When does it date from?

Meaning: What does it convey and has that changed?

Engagement: Does the memorial still meet its original intent and function?

The adoption of this framework permitted a determination of where an individual
memorial fitted in the universe of commemorative material and the agency that
determined its creation. The life stories of the reviewed commemorations,
incorporating the incidents that provoked their remembrance, proved invaluable
in the identification of individuals, groups and institutions, involved as victims,
bereaved and commemorators. It is to them and their stories that this

methodological review now turns.

3.5 Activist Contact

The research proposition makes clear the subordinate position of civilians in the
British remembrance landscape. The theoretical framework of personal memory
and collective remembrance, in Chapter 2, pointed to the contestation, between
agencies, at different levels, ‘political and local’, which shapes ‘common
phenomena of war memory and commemoration’ (Ashplant et al 2000; 6).
Commemorative agencies operate in the broad arena of ‘civil society’, the
analysis of which pits in opposition the state and social agency. The former
conveys the over-arching political control of remembrance in some societies as
well as the establishment of authority narratives shaped by institutions,
operating as ‘agents’ of state, such as the popular press. Social agency
represents popular, ‘collective enterprise’, people and small groups acting
together, perhaps in opposition to ‘state-led’ narratives (Winter and Sivan 1999,
29).
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This preamble introduces the third element of the framework, the protagonist. At
the outset, before methodological choices were settled, contact with
remembrance activists, the people engaged in the processes and practices of
commemoration, was an unknown quantity. Were the activists ‘recruitable’ and
willing to participate? Was their work identifiable in the historiographical texts or
the archaeological record? As perhaps the potentially richest source of novel
insight into contemporary memory formation, much of the ‘original contribution’

was dependent on the identification of appropriate candidates for interview.

In the event, effective contact with groups and individuals behind previous and
current commemorative initiatives was fulfilled. The aforementioned data
sources, field work, media coverage and social media channels led to a solid
roster of candidates. Contact was also established at memorial sites and events
such as unveilings and church services. The details and affiliations of those who
were thus instrumental in delivering the research outcomes, explored in

Chapters 6-11, are summarised in Appendix 23.

The mechanics of recruitment involved initial contact by letter, email,
Messenger, personal introduction or phone. At the outset a Credentials Letter,
signed by the academic supervisor, and an Information Sheet describing the
project were furnished to encourage participation, allay doubts and outline the
direction of the proposed dialogue. Respondents were invited to sign an
Informed Consent Form which indicated that data on name, address, age,
occupation, role with the action group and affiliation to those commemorated
would be collected. The respondent’s right to an election of confidentiality and
withdrawal at any time was confirmed at this stage. Appendix 1 summarises

the interview process and documentation.

The adopted interview approach had been guided by the tragic events that
respondents were commemorating. Their evocations of fear, death and injury
might involve personal loss, traumatic family history or community emotions
stirred by remembering the violent past of the Blitz. An approach was necessary
which was empathetic and sensitive, that enabled insights, opinions or
memories, otherwise concealed, to emerge and which an overly-formal
approach might inhibit. The approach which lent itself to this situation, through
more discursive engagement, was semi-structured interviewing. Key

characteristics of this method are the use of open, pre-determined questions
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with a degree of flexibility in their deployment to follow new traces. Structure is
provided in the lead given by the interviewer in establishing a meeting place and
time, setting a time-limit and indicating the ground to be covered. However, no
formal questionnaire is presented for interviewee completion or completed by
the interviewer as responses are received (Whiting 2008). One definition of this
approach is ‘of conversations where the outcome is a ‘co-production of the

interviewer and subject’ (Adams 2010, 18).

For this plan, semi-structured interviews were adopted because sensitive
subject matter directly resulting from past trauma and loss is better addressed
by a conversational tone which can react to emergent themes. The exchange
requires open questions and responses which permit nuance, insight and
emotion perhaps precluded by questionnaire box-ticking. This emphasis on
apparent informality is acknowledged in qualitative research to be ‘informal,
conversational, emergent and spontaneous' (Tracy 2013, 140). Emergent
themes require questioning that is not over-prescribed and which can respond

to tones and leads from the respondent.

The choice of interview method is also dependent, in part, on the scale of the
enquiry; the contrasting approach of the following examples of qualitative
research, on memorialisation and memory narratives, demonstrates this.
Orange conducted one-on-one interviews with an informal interview technique
around a list of questions enabling rather than prescribing the discussion to take
shape from it (2014). In contrast, Walls and Williams (2010), tracing ‘social
memory’ in the South Hams District in Devon, deployed interviewers and
prescribed questionnaires to achieve community coverage. The respondent
universe anticipated in this thesis was very specific and likely to be small so the

informal, semi-structured approach was adopted.

The choice of place can influence the effectiveness of the approach. An
interview can work well if it takes place near the remembrance site or the site of
the event to be commemorated. Indeed, ‘walking while talking’ can mobilise a
place to stimulate recollection (Anderson 2004, 254). A site of memory and
commemoration, as with a conventional archaeological site, 'can be a uniquely
effective forum for the articulation and negotiation of memory narratives'
(Moshenska 2008, 164-5).
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The interviews were recorded by note-taking, working through a list of questions
shared with the interviewee. Specific questions related to the commemoration
aside, the interview framework covered general views on the Blitz, its collective
remembrance and explored what the civilian bombing meant to the

respondents. The interview areas are summarised in Appendix 1.

Essential to the effectiveness of the participant research was sensitivity in
managing public engagement that incorporates private memory. Therefore, it
acknowledged important ethical considerations, arising from issues rooted in a
traumatic wartime past; the commemorative events in this research invariably
recall great violence and death. Meeting at sites, with a disturbing past, required
sensitivity with survivors and witnesses, by definition, now of advanced years. It
has been observed that the presence of survivors is 'ethically hazardous'
(Moshenska 2008, 164). Two controls were established. Firstly approaches to
survivors were managed through active 'officers' of memorial groups and
secondly the place of interview recognised the wisdom of meeting in public. A
Human Participation Research Application outlining the research and
precautionary steps was submitted and approved on 30" March 2015;
additional approval from UCL Research Ethics Committee was not deemed
necessary. The required data protection information was submitted at both
Institute and UCL level (Appendix 1). Anonymity and the right to withdraw at

any time were clarified as part of the recruitment process.

Activist contact followed the approach described here and proved to be a rich
source of material to justify a proposition that an understanding of
commemorative process and memory practice through direct contact with the

agents behind the artefact might enable a better reading of the Blitz.

3.6 Summary

At the conclusion of Chapter 2 the thesis had interrogated a broad theoretical
structure which underpinned an analytical framework for the delivery of an
archaeology of Blitz memory. The methodology was structured around three
archaeological approaches which explored civilian experience, its mythical
representation, the materialisation of remembrance and the actors making
public their stories and memories. The challenge to generalised notions of the

Blitz is analysed and presented in the chapters that follow.
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4. THE BLITZ: MEANING AND MYTH

‘.....the Allied war has been sanitised and romanticized almost beyond
recognition by the sentimental, the loony patriotic, the ignorant and the
bloodthirsty’.

Wartime: Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War (Fussell 1989,
iX).

4.1 Introduction

The central proposition of this thesis addresses the contesting of the civilian
experience of the Blitz in narrative and commemorative form. In this chapter,
the formation, development, fashioning and entrenchment of that narrative is
outlined, a ‘history of the history’ (Nora 1989, 9), to establish a timeline of
narrative formation, a biography of the Blitz narrative and its communication
since inception. The assertion that Blitz realities are submerged in popular, yet
limited, narratives is not new. Harrisson, thirty years after the war’s end,
described a ‘massive, largely unconscious cover-up of the more disagreeable
facts of 1940-1’ (1976, 13). Calder (1991), alarmed by the politicising of wartime
narratives, was perhaps the first to describe a Blitz Myth. This chapter tracks
the Blitz story from ‘bitter, violent’ reality (Overy 2020b) to the narrative, recently
deployed through withdrawal from Europe and in pandemic posturing, limited in
its remembrance of the civilian dead, their place, in our post-war history, at best,

misunderstood and, at worst, forgotten.

4.2 Defining Blitz

It is in the contestation of divergent narratives and commemorative practice that
the analytical approach of the thesis resides. The research proposition is
concerned not just with divergence but with absence and forgetting. Thus, the
research seeks answers to how and why the prevailing narrative of the Blitz,
shared by politicians, press and people, emerged supreme from its origins in
1940 and crystallised through post-war reiteration to unshakeable myth, the
concept of a Blitz spirit. Care is needed to define Blitz, its origins and early
meanings. As a noun or verb, the term is in routine, current use, figuratively
extending to urgent action on everyday events and methods of sporting
defence. It originated in 1940, an abbreviation of Blitzkrieg, the German
compound noun, readily adopted in British newspapers, to describe a ‘Lightning
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War’, the combined air and land strategy which swept German forces through
the Low Countries by spring 1940. Air support, including dive-bombing, for
infantry and armoured columns, was designed to deliver military objectives with
explicit speed and violence (Overy 2013, 60-61). An extension of a Blitzkrieg
strategy to defeat Britain required sea-borne invasion and air superiority neither
of which were guaranteed to deliver the requisite speed that had proved
effective on land. As the emphasis of the German attack changed in September
1940 so did the British usage of Blitzkrieg; the air component began to be
spoken of in a contracted form that has proved resilient since (Holman 2007).

The earliest example of print usage in Britain, cited by OED, is the Daily Sketch
of 2nd September 1940 which declared ‘We “blitz” hun planes in weekend
raids’; the newspaper used quotation marks. A week later, 9th September, after
the sudden escalation of night attack, the Daily Express offered ‘Blitz bombing
of London goes on all night’ (1940, 1). These mass-circulation daily papers
would have significantly contributed to the common use of blitz, invariably in
lower case at that stage, to the exclusion of Blitzkrieg. There is evidence of its
use to describe night bombing by Mass-Observation in October 1940 (Harrisson
1976, 87), the September-December offensive (Calder 1941a) and in regular
articles posted by American pressmen (Pyle 1941, Reynolds 1942). In a few
weeks, Britain had absorbed the word and by usage transformed it from sudden

attack to ‘destruction by aerial bombardment’ (Gardiner 2011, xv).

The ascription of a German word to something it imprecisely defines should not
perhaps merit discussion were it not for the fact that Blitz has sustained
mythical connotations throughout the post-war years, reflecting the mood and
morale of the British people, without necessarily invoking aerial destruction.
Blitz is similarly rarely bracketed with the unwelcome human by-products of
bombing, fear, anger, looting or defeatism. V.S. Pritchett suggested that
Londoners were largely morose, fatalistic, frightened and depressed during
1940, moods that could be interpreted as calmness under fire (2002). Many
treatments of Blitz history (Calder 1969; Calder 1991; Connelly 2004; Fitzgibbon
1957; Levine 2015; Mackay 2002; Mosley 1971; Ponting 1990; Smith 2000;
Titmuss 1950; Ziegler 1995) acknowledge less than upstanding behaviours but
not to the detriment of an overall assessment that challenges to morale were

well-met by civilian resilience. Mackay, paraphrasing Titmuss (1950), observes
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that behaviour was ‘consistent with mental resilience and a strong capacity to

adjust when circumstances brought mortal danger' (2002, 3).

The bombing of London, from the first major night raid on 7" September 1940
until the last heavy raid of 11th May 1941 (Gardiner 2011, xiii-xiv), is generally
summed up as the Blitz. At what point the entire campaign on London was
characterised as a distinct event, with a capital B, to rank alongside the Battle of
Britain, is not certain, although a sense of official sanction is implicit in the
Ministry of Information’s ascription of Blitz to London’s bombing ordeal in Front
Line (1942, 22) as distinct from ‘the Liverpool Blitz’ (1942, 114). After the war,
use of blitz and Blitz was variable; Harrisson (1976) always handled the term in
lower case. The path to a near-universal representation as Blitz, not through
respect for German noun capitalisation, takes a decisive turn around the 50t
anniversary of the bombing. Ponting (1990) and Calder (1991) clearly saw the
Blitz as an entity deserving of upper-case and Ziegler (1995) observed upper-
case Blitz punctiliously when discussing its mythical status. Transcending an
etymological nicety, the capital letter convention marks the evolution of Blitz to a
more consensual, validatory meaning, a narrative of heroic fortitude divorced

from a context of death and destruction.

4.3 The Myth of the Blitz

The Introduction addressed the notion of popular myths and their roots in the
simplifying expressions that emerge publicly to convey the all-encompassing
experience of war. It was observed that the retelling of war experience is
subject to change as memories fade and time mellows the inherent tribulations

of conflict, taking on a mythical quality.

Some care was taken to deconstruct myth, acknowledging, yet separating, the
connotations of folklore, fabrication, manipulation and untruth from particular
explanations and popular conceptions of events that assert truths. Connelly’s
suggestion that myth is selective and embellished, to fabricate a sense of where
a group or nation stands in the world (2004, 1), helps to clarify the distinction.
Calder insists it need not be taken as ‘untruth, still less lies’ (1991, xiii) and that
a narrative of falsehoods is not sustainable (Calder 1991, 9). The particularity of
myth and its basis in truth emerges from the Barthesian model, promoted by
Calder. Barthes’ model clarifies that myth acts ‘economically’, refining the
complexity of human acts, granting ‘simplicity of essences’ and ‘a blissful clarity:
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things appear to mean something by themselves’ (Barthes 1993 [1957]; Calder
1991, 2-3). Calder’s panorama of the influences that constructed national
consciousness around the pivotal events of 1940, Dunkirk and the Battle of
Britain, are grouped with the bombing narrative to form the Myth of the Blitz
(Fussell 1991). Their ‘truths’ are signalled by language, needing little
elaboration, but in Barthesian terms, they do not signify all of the truth; ‘blissful
clarity’ comes at a price which is explored in the reconstruction of the Blitz story
in this chapter and was exemplified, after the 7/7 bombings, when the myth
upheld beliefs in stoic, British values but suppressed the domestic causes of the
atrocity (Kelsey 2013, 85).

Myth emerges from story-telling and the establishment of ‘historical
consciousness’ (Calder 1991, 9), separated from legend by authenticity, a basis
in past experience. Historical consciousness carries with it a sense of passivity,
an acceptance of a filtered history leading to a broad consensus. The Blitz
myth, eagerly and widely-adopted, validates bravery, stoicism, humour and
team spirit as characteristics attracting legitimate pride. It sums up how people
were supposed to behave and ‘it became how we did’ enduring ‘the blitz with

dignity, courage, resolution and astonishing good humour (Ziegler 1995, 163).

Figure 1
Milk Delivery. Cover of The Myth of the Blitz (Calder 1991).

THE

MEY T H @B T HEB.LITZ

ANGUS CALDER

This validation of behaviour is shared by others. Calder counterpoints

unchallenged acceptance of solid morale with home truths of overnight
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‘trekking’, conscientious objection, disorganisation and discord, yet concedes
that the British fought in 1940-42 with ‘unusual unity and in a markedly civilised
spirit’, adding that conditions at the height of the Blitz were in any terms as
tough as front-line experience (1991, 142). Harrisson acknowledges that, from a
chaotic institutional response, a generally benign civilian mood emerged. As an
epilogue, to acerbic criticism of civilian protection, he argues that the Blitz was
‘terrible but not at a cost of decency, loyalty, morality and optimism of the vast
majority. Whatever it did destroy, it failed over any period of more than days
appreciably to diminish the human will, or at least the capacity to endure’ (1976,
280). Harrisson's choice of ‘whatever it did destroy' echoes and endorses the
shadow cast by the level of casualties. In Harrisson’s study of lived/observed
experience the dead, who ‘keep no diaries,” become detached and voiceless.
Regardless of the carnage, the dead tended ‘to be looked past, to be put aside
from continuing concern’ part of a ‘normal human capacity’ to move on (1976,
97-98). This callous reaction appears to form an essential element of the
resilience shown by civilians, whose fragility under the bombs, had been
anticipated to undermine the conduct of the war. It illustrates also that death is
less readily absorbed into the collective consciousness; experience of survival

and endurance fund the narratives which feed into myth.

Myths offer a particular explanation of the past, shared at various collective
levels, shaped and shorn on a journey from inception. Their popularity reflects
feelings and emotions in the present, often stirred by crisis, which gain from a
reflection on a past invested with pride, gratitude and success. As the air war
progressed, civilian morale, measured by endurance and resilience, held up
under intolerable conditions (Calder 1941; Grayling 2006, 43; Overy 2013).
McLaine’s contention that morale attained a mythical quality does not question
its truth. However, it is suggestive of what may have been discarded or
sublimated in the ascent of a dominant narrative (1979, 1). In the case of the
Blitz myth, its various wartime and post-war guises relate courage and
endurance under fire (Calder 1940; Calder 1941a), a cornerstone of British
identity (Calder 1991), Britishness, dogged good humour, team work and
cohesion (Connelly 2004) and stoicism, after 7/7 (Jack 2011, 89-94). These
characteristics, to a greater or lesser extent, were all present from 1940 as

bombs fell on London, a collective response by civilians to the now absent and
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discarded, the Blitz without its ‘ghastly garb’ of damage and death (London can
take it! 1940), paraded, concurrent with this research, in populist Brexit and
pandemic politics. The pandemic death toll in April 2021, at over 150,000, is
more than twice the number of WWII civilian fatalities, exposing the shallow
political expediency of the myth’s deployment (Hyde 2020).

The civilian reaction that saw the nation through bombardment in WWII is now
increasingly represented as Blitz Spirit (Brown 2020; D’Ancona 2018;
Geoghegan 2016; Jack 2011; Overy 2020a; The Economist 2020). Stripped of
bombs and civilian consequences, while paraded in newspaper and political
commentary, as stoicism and determination in a difficult or dangerous situation,

the narrowness of the myth could not be more starkly demonstrated.

4.4 Narrative Formation and Development

The research proposition questions the marginalisation of civilian remembrance
in terms of its commemorative outcomes under the limitations of a dominant
Blitz narrative. In this section the formation of that narrative which
communicates how the British behaved rather than what they experienced is
examined. Theoretical frameworks, outlined in Chapter 2, expressed
remembrance through its actors and their negotiations and transactions. The
actors, states, groups and individuals, working alone or in collaboration, contest
remembrance in what has been termed ‘a politics of war memory and
commemoration’ (Ashplant et al 2000, xi). On a global level, the main post-war
source of remembrance initiatives, the ‘articulation of war memories’, has been
nation states (Ashplant et al 2000, 22). Interactions between the state and those
contesting group and private remembrance participate in ‘a hegemonic process’
from which a dominant idea emerges by negotiation (2000, 13), weaving
personal and group experiences in to ‘powerful and influential scripts’
(Moshenska 2010a, 35). Hegemony, here, is suggestive of a balance of
negotiation and imposition of war remembrance narratives. Earlier, the
aftermath of the Spanish Civil War was cited as an example of the rigid
implementation of state-centred ideology. In Britain, however, the role of the
state has been less dominant; collective remembrance is typified by
intermediation, between public and institutional spheres, exemplified in the
shaping of public consensus around state remembrance agendas after the end
of WW1 (Moshenska 2010a, 36).
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It is proposed that the formation of the Blitz narrative is also an accommodation,
balancing the state narrative with civil society’s ready acceptance. In this
context, the roots of the dominant Blitz narrative sprang from governmental
ideological discourse managed, from September 1939, by a reintroduction of a
Ministry of Information (Mol) within the Home Office (Mol Digital 2021). Its
opening two years were chequered, with changes in leadership and an unsure
handle on its large remit (Holman 2005, 203-204). Its main role, activated
through news management and press censorship, was suppression, justified on
security grounds. Information denial sometimes required the divergence of truth
and its ‘officially sponsored image’ (Harrisson 1976, jacket inside front). The
Ministry controlled a sprawling committee apparatus for the propagation of
home and overseas publicity in Allied and neutral countries (Holman 2005, 204-
205). For six years, until it was wound-up in March 1946, it exploited all
available media, including a roster of war artists (MacLaine 1979, 53), funded
and influenced the British film industry (Aldgate and Richards 2007, 5-12) and
became a successful publisher. In this latter regard, the Publications
Committee, developed a platform of cheap ‘paperback propaganda’ with lots of
monochrome pictures and illustrations (Irving 2014). These ‘Official War Books’
achieved great success with nine of them selling over a million copies (Holman
2005, 213). The Battle of Britain, first issued in March 1941, was the Air
Ministry’s account of ‘the Great Days’ of August-October 1940, positioned as a
clear victory and ‘a great deliverance’. The ‘melancholy remnants of a shattered
and disordered armada’ were shown at a time when the Blitz had been in place
for 7 months (1941, 34-35). This was one of the most popular of the books,
eventually selling 15 million copies, in forty-two editions and twenty-four
languages (Holman 2005, 213).

In film, the Mol was involved through the influence of its Film Committee on
newsreel and cinema features, such as the story of Mitchell, the inventor of the
Spitfire, in The First of the Few (1942). This ‘wartime classic’ celebrates the
ingenuity of the designer along a direct trajectory to victory in the Battle of
Britain (Downing 2013). Editorial influence, allied to supply-side management,
gave Mol control, over content and construction of the ‘ideology of national
unity’, in support of the war effort (Aldgate & Richards 2007, 5). The relationship

with documentary film makers, whose political leanings often opposed
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propagandist demands, was often fractious (2007, 8-9). Nonetheless, wartime
documentary output was distinguished, bringing subtlety to outright propaganda
themes. One film, perhaps the most influential, was a ‘short’ that overtly
addressed morale at the height of the Blitz, drawing on civilian endurance, even
as bombs were falling. It arose from extended access granted to American
journalists during the Blitz to boost the British cause in their sceptical home
country. Quentin Reynolds of Colliers Weekly, a major U.S. news outlet, had,
from direct experience in the midst of the bombing, formed the view that Britain
would not be beaten. He wrote and narrated the 9 minute film, London can take
it!, for American cinema transmission, where its message of ‘no panic, no fear,
no despair’ was well received. It was released in Britain, as Britain can take it,
also to broad popular approval (Aldgate & Richards 2007, 120-122) just as
provincial cities were beginning to experience the ‘awful reality of being
bombed’ (Overy 2020b). The British Film Institute describes it as ‘the most
renowned cinematic representation of the resilient heroism of ordinary
Londoners during the early days of the Blitz’ (Stollery 2014). This high praise for
overt propaganda reflects the documentary’s deft weaving of image, narration
and language. Albeit ‘highly selective in its truths’ in the absence of bodies and
grief (Jack 2011, 93), it set the tone, with sweeping statements of morale as
‘higher than ever’ and of people ‘fused together, not by fear, but by a surging
spirit of courage...’. This hyperbole is delivered calmly, as matter-of-fact,
conceding that people and property are harmed but exalting those that live
through bombardment:

‘It can only destroy buildings and kill people. It cannot kill the

unconquerable spirit and courage of the people of London.

London can take it
The artfully-avoided horrors in London can take it’ were also manipulated in
other media. The cover photograph, shown above, is one of many stage-
managed constructions portraying stoic behaviour and steadiness under fire; by
late-1940, ‘British spirit’, a narrative of resolution, was being crafted, located in
the ‘common and unconscious heroism of ordinary individuals’ (Calder 1940;
1941b). Jack suggests that London Can Take It! did much to create the singular
British sense of it (2011, 92-93). Reinforcement was vested also in the
appropriation of St Paul’'s Cathedral as a symbol of resistance and fortitude

under fire. Shown in the opening and closing sequences of London Can take It!,
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it was on the night of 29" December 1940 that its survival came to represent the

essence of the Blitz.

In the weeks leading to Christmas 1940, heavily-bombed provincial cities and
ports had ‘passed through the fire undaunted’ (Churchill 2005 [1949], 333). After
a short Christmas lull, it was again London’s turn. The City was not the sole
target but it endured the most of a prolonged deluge of incendiary bombs; the
extensive, uncontrolled fires were soon dubbed, for obvious reasons, the
Second Great Fire of London (Allbeson 2015, 541-542; Gaskin 2005, 316). This
raid attained more than a name. It came to represent the Blitz, in its portrayal of
resistance and steadiness under fire, through the Christian symbolism of the
Cathedral centred in the financial and trading heart of Empire. An insight into
the intense heat from a major incendiary attack runs through an account of the
efforts of 9,000 firemen to quell the flames of 100,000 incendiaries, with the
Thames tide at a low ebb and many offices locked for the weekend, unprotected
by firewatchers; fire crews were enjoined to save the Cathedral ‘at any cost’
(Demarne 1980, 23-30). The fires produced the largest area of urban desolation
in the Blitz (Ministry of Information 1942, 20), destroying 10 Wren churches and
the Guildhall (Beaton 1941, 42). The survival of St Paul’s was close run; a
cathedral task-force, armed with stirrup pumps and sand buckets, doing what

they ‘thought they ought to’ and passing into urban myth (Calder 1941b, ix).

A photograph by Herbert Mason, capturing the Cathedral dome emerging from
the smoke of thousands of fires, became the defining symbol of the Blitz.
Fitzgibbon (1970 [1957], 211-215) repeats Mason’s account of the clouds
parting to reveal the cathedral. Kent likened it to ‘a great ship lifting, above
smoke and flame, the inviolable ensign of the golden cross’ (1947, 33). The
image appeared in the Daily Mail two days after the raid, delayed by the
manipulation required to pass the censor (Hastings 2010). The foreground of
the shot showing the dark silhouette of burned out and damaged properties was
obscured and hence any remote connection with people, death and suffering
was removed. Presented as the ‘War’s Greatest Picture’, the photo is ‘one that
all Britain will cherish-for it symbolises the steadiness of London’s stand against
the enemy’ (Daily Mail 1940, 1). This indeed transpired; Mason’s image was
widely exploited by the Ministry of Information to focus on an image, a signifier,

a Barthesian visual cue; it was circulated through books and magazines,
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‘published by the hundreds of thousands’ to transcend the events that it
captured (Allbeson 2015, 545). The supremacy of the visual image in
communicating wars and promoting national identity (Connelly 2004, 4;
Matheson 2008), in this case, leveraged the structure and symbol of an
enduring monument to present an imagined Blitz of resilience and unity, the
ability to ‘take it’ and survive. The image remained in extensive use throughout
the war although its implementation was less pronounced in provincial cities
where local images of principal, symbolic structures were drawn on to
demonstrate a civic unity; Portsmouth’s Guildhall and Coventry’s Cathedral
representing the best examples. Mason’s image today is less certain; shorn of
context, it fails to recall the Blitz narrative, although, as a ‘brittle polemical
device’ (Wright 2009, 312), it featured in the Daily Mirror’s coverage of the July
2005 bombings, under a headline, ‘We can take it' (Parsons 2005).

In March 1942, the Ministry of Information published Front Line, the ‘Official
Story of the Civil Defence of Britain’ (1942, 3). This traced Blitz defence
measures and outcomes in London and the Provinces, including great detail on
major raids and bomb tonnages. It deployed the military messaging of civilian
mobilisation and continued from the ‘Great Days’ of the summer of 1940 until
the end of 1941. A propagandist bent runs through the booklet’s descriptions of
staunch behaviour while shortcomings are acknowledged. Yet for each issue-
squalid shelters, homelessness and forced-exodus-there are morale-boosting
passages, claiming outright success against strategic attack. It contrives to
present details, on a city-by-city basis, of casualties, without undermining the
upbeat message of steadfast behaviour, successful rescue and effective fire-
fighting. Front Line (1942, 78- 81), features a ‘Borough in the Blitz’, in which
parts of Tower Hamlets and Newham can be recognised. It shows the
devastation of homes, bereft civilians and salvaged possessions, all things that
in 1940 could not be broached. The juxtaposition of upbeat messaging but
depressing photos is remarkable and one photo with the simple caption names
four cities, Guernica, Warsaw, Rotterdam and London. The Capital had become
another city to share the fate of the others; indiscriminate, cynical attack on
civilians where life and death was of no consequence to the attacker. London, in
contrast, had survived. This was demonstrated by recovery from a ‘Strike at the

Heart’, St Paul’s, momentarily emerging from smoke and flames, similar to the
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Mason image, the work of Daily Mirror photographer, George Greenwell (1942,
16-18). The cathedral and its symbolism hence revisited but within the confident
tone of the post-Blitz hiatus, after May 1941, downplaying the passivity of
‘taking it’, while claiming victory from endurance and professionalism. The worst
of the Blitz had been endured and civil breakdown had not come to pass. Front
Line proved to be a popular addition to the Mol roster selling 1.3 million copies
in under a year (Overy 2013, 175). Its epilogue extolled the contribution of the
‘many’, to follow the previous year's commendation of the ‘few’. It quoted
Churchill, from April 1941, on a visit to Bristol, who had seen ‘...the spirit of an

unconquerable people’ (Ministry of Information 1942, 160).

So ended one of the more overt state-centred attempts to shape public opinion
on the bombing of Britain, closely coinciding with the 1000-bomber raids on
Cologne, Essen and Bremen of late May and June 1942 (Grayling 2006, 20). As
the country moved from ‘taking it’ to heavier reprisals, so the development of

the myth of British spirit continued with a willing public.

In March 1943, Jennings, one of the uncredited directors of London can take it!,
continued the narrative of the Blitz in a feature length documentary on the
exploits of an East End Auxiliary Fire Service unit. Fires were started was one
of the most popular films of 1943 and followed In Which We Serve, released in
September 1942. The films share a distillation of national character and extol
endurance, self-sacrifice, stoical humour and team spirit; both were rewarded
with box-office success (Aldgate & Richards 2007, 209-210). In the latter, Noel
Coward wrote and directed the story of HMS Torrin, which was lost to enemy
action, linking its officers and men with the people they left behind; some were
fatally caught up in the Plymouth Blitz (The Word Machine 2015). Fires were
started, in its ‘creative interpretation of actuality’ demonstrates Jennings’ pride
in the ‘courage and doggedness of the ordinary British people’ and neither he
nor Coward had resort to ‘crudely propagandist commentary’ (Anderson 1961).
Fires were started, ‘the most renowned cinematic representation of the resilient
heroism of ordinary Londoners during the early days of the Blitz’ (Stollery 2014),
with, In Which We Serve, is considered to be a formative influence on the
development of the Blitz myth (Aldgate & Richards 2007, 242-243). In 1944,
Coward'’s stage play, Blithe Spirit, a ‘light comedy about death’ featured a song,
London Pride, composed for a ‘city of quiet defiance’ (Callow 2014).
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In 1943, a third official booklet regarding the air war on the home front, Roof
Over Britain, was issued. In its unselfconsciously triumphalist tone and style, it
complemented the earlier two. The rapid development of Britain’s gun,
searchlight and balloon defences after 1938, from a slow start, was claimed to
provide an effective shield that downed c.600 enemy aircraft by early 1942,
forced the attackers to a higher ceiling and reduced accuracy. The pamphlet
was happy to concede that the bomber may ‘always get through’ but not ‘always
get home’ (Ministry of Information 1943, 43). Taking the attack to the enemy
was acknowledged to boost morale (Harrisson 1976, 101) although as the anti-
aircraft response grew so did the risk of shrapnel and return shells. An
independent observation wryly concurred: “They don’t bring down many Jerries
but they sound good in spite of the nasty bits of steel that come down. You feel
that Jerry is not getting it all his own way’ (Ingham 1992 [1942], 95-96). The
positive gloss on anti-aircraft guns that runs through the pamphlet did not, for
clear reasons of morale, acknowledge concern over casualties from returning
shells. On the night that new rocket ordnance had indirectly precipitated the
fatal crush at Bethnal Green, nine died in other parts of London by AA ‘friendly-
fire’ (Daily Herald 1943; Webb 2020). The scale of the problem gave rise to a
parliamentary question of the Home Secretary (UK Parliament 2020 [1943]).

Overstatement had been woven into state-sponsored wartime communication.
from the outset, with a lack of subtlety maintained by Roof over Britain. As the
war progressed, and confidence in victory rose, some commentary bordered on
the risible. A foreword, by Clement Atlee, in a Blitz memoir, praising ‘cockney’
spirit, suggests that in ‘those grim days | never found anything but cheerfulness’
(Lewey 1944 cited by Harrisson 1976, 361). This is one example of an
‘explosion of outrageous romantic lying’ a phenomenon observed by G.B.

Shaw, in myth-making of an earlier time (Jack 2011, 109).

In 1945, Mol published a justification of Britain's wartime achievements and its
leading role in the victory over Germany. What Britain has done (Ministry of
Information 2007 [1945]) presents a mass of statistics to emphasize the triumph
of ‘British Spirit’, deemed more important than economic or strategic efforts *...in
rising to the occasion in many hours full of peril [it brought] salvation to Britain,
to her Allies and to the world’ (2007, 116). The spirit of the British is expressed
through dogged perseverance, endurance and exaltation of the ‘sense of
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danger and responsibility’ in 1940 which gave ‘the national character a sharper
identity’. A fourth facet referenced the determination to plan for the future whilst
in peril, implying a unity of purpose, fashioned under duress (2007, 115). There
is no reference to the civilian dead in its long lists of statistics. This booklet was
a valediction, published on 9" May 1945, in the euphoria of peace, on the cusp
of ‘unparalleled domestic reform’ long-denied to ordinary people but whose
obduracy had earned them the spoils. The Ministry had gone by March 1946
(Mol Digital 2021).

Hitherto-forgotten, the booklet was re-released in 2007, as British spirit was
again encoded in response to modern attack (Jack 2011; Kelsey 2013). In 1945
it closed a phase in the historiographical time-line, shot through with the
‘..courage, good sense and self-sacrifice’ of ordinary civilians yet, in projecting a
‘self-image constructed early in the war’, hiding the truth (Overy 2013, 176).
That truth is absent from the 1945 booklet in its urge to move on. The booklet
signals the institutional management of a narrative, desirous of a forward-
looking identity, that requires forgetting, a discarding of the past and memories
that serve little purpose, in the management of the new identity, as conceptually
framed by Connerton (2008, 62-63). It is part of the continuing thread which
runs from ‘our finest hour’ to victory in 1945; the prescriptive, explicit and
unapologetically repetitive construct of British spirit. State-led discourse,
through the work of Mol, balances ‘prescriptive’ remembering in the
construction of a narrative that equates the Blitz, with an unconquerable spirit,

and forgets the civilian dead, in a ‘set of tacitly shared silences’ (2008, 63).

Tacit silence suggests a degree of complicity in dealing with the aftermath of
bombing. Mass-Observation feedback suggested a marked tendency for civilian
death ‘to be put aside from continuing concern by those not directly concerned’
(Harrisson 1976, 97-99). As Harrisson observed the ‘normal human capacity to
sweep death under the carpet was if anything accentuated by blitzing, it was no
good wallowing in it’ (1976, 97-99). Titmuss, emolliently, emphasizes life-
affirming attitudes of those who had experienced bombing, emerging, if not

unscathed, at least in a position to set positive goals (Titmuss 1950, 347-350).

The willing embrace of the emerging narrative of British pluck and dogged
refusal to buckle is nuanced, amounting to more than public acquiescence and

perhaps in a sense of pride that expectations of moral collapse had been
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forestalled. Grayzel's assertion (2012) that the bombing of WW1 had an impact
on mutual ‘buy-in’ to expectations of stoicism finds an echo in work by Hammett
(2017) in which WWI front-line veterans channelled their service and duty into

countering adverse perceptions of civil defence operations.

4.5 Fashioning and Entrenchment

A case has been made for the establishment of a Blitz narrative by 1945 that
disguised the truths of bombardment, hidden in a controlled fashion, by the
British authorities. Evident civilian resolve was packaged as British Spirit, an
invention whose words and meaning are witnessed in state-sponsored cultural
production throughout the war. Today, the Blitz is remembered ‘in the terms the
authorities had originally wanted’ (Overy 2020b), an evolved narrative, which is
believable but limited, and constrained in its meanings and expressions. The
narrative’s distance from reality is evident in limited public recognition and
understanding of civilian death and distress. It is represented in a dominant,
national myth, embedding endurance and unified defiance, deployed on
occasions of national crisis to shape public opinion, projected more recently in
various work as Blitz Spirit (Allbeson 2015; Arnold-de Simine 2007; Bent 2020;
Jack 2011; Kelsey 2013; Noakes 2020). This thesis now considers the

influence, on the modern narrative, of its post-war shaping.

The absence of the dead, from the valedictory publication of the Ministry of
Information, was attributed to prescriptive forgetting of negative narratives that
might undermine the post-war social re-construction agenda. This approach, is
partially countered in two of the 28 Civil Series official histories, published by
His/Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (H.M.S.O); both avoid transparent
propaganda. In O’Brien’s largely dispassionate analysis of civil defence,
reference to the dead is not avoided, in the citing of specific incidents, such as
the shelter tragedy at Bethnal Green. Moreover, the impact of the enemy attack
receives official sanction, in the casualty analysis, in its appendices (1955, 677-
679). The review takes a broadly positive view of civil defence preparation and
the measures, enacted in-war, to address its failings. Titmuss, in contrast,
focusses on the ‘unfinished business’ of post-war domestic reform and a
requirement to continue better government control of public health and well-
being, after their neglect of the 1930s (1950, 506). An appreciation of behaviour

and spirit is implicitly acknowledged through the characteristics, of
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‘improvisation’ and ‘resilience’, which maintained ‘the business of community

life’ through the improvements in provision of post-Blitz services (1950, 304).

The Civil Series was paralleled by 36 H.M.S.O. volumes of official military
history, also largely completed during the 1950s. Collier’s history of the air
defence of Britain (1957) casts a more positive light, on the Government’s home
front management, than the two featured civil volumes; claims made in Roof
Over Britain (1943) are repeated. Casualties are rarely mentioned in a narrative
focussed on the phases of the enemy’s aerial offensive. A ‘national will’ (1957,
Xv) is attributed, to fortitude and stoicism, throughout a seemingly unending
ordeal; ‘no-one was quite safe, and all knew it’ (1957, 434-435). That there was

no civil collapse is attributed to:

1. Confidence in the growing power of the air defences to counter enemy threat.
2. Bomber Command taking the attack to the enemy.

3. Civil Defence services.

4. Government policy.

On the latter point, the Government is praised for not ignoring the hardships of
the time, alleviating them where possible and fostering a ‘spirit which would
make them bearable’. In the 12 years since 1945, Collier's assessment reads
as if the degrading and frightening experiences of the war years barely affected
the people under attack. It marries, in a nakedly manipulative manner, wartime
leverage of morale and behaviour, to create a positive post-war narrative of a
government and its subjects. Collier adds, with unintended irony, that the ‘much
written’ plaudits for civilian forbearance, might seem exaggerated, perhaps to
later generations, before adding that the ‘common man’ is ‘yet entitled to his
word of praise: the people of Britain were not found wanting’ (1957, 435).
Masquerading as history, this embellishment of fortitude dispenses official
sanction at a time when myth-making was reaching a crescendo in other

quarters.

In the 12 years spanning What Britain Has Done (1945) and Collier’s
assessment (1957) the slow realisation that Britain’s place in the world had
irrevocably changed was abruptly reinforced by the 1956 Suez crisis. The
dismal national narrative was countered by an outpouring of books and films, a

flourishing of positive wartime history, significant for its volume and repetition of
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the country’s unique contribution to winning the war through the valiant deeds of
its people. The proliferation of popular histories and films established the iconic
status of wartime events that are now by-words of the post-war national identity.
The stories, and their representation at the cinema, in a time of low television
penetration, covered the major signposts of victory from the miracle of Dunkirk
(Butler & Bradford 1950; Divine 1941; Divine 1945; Dunkirk 1958; Trevor 1955;
Lord 1982) via EI Alamein (Lucas Phillips 1962) to D-Day (Ryan 1959). The
Battle of Britain and Bomber Command were represented, sometimes
posthumously, in operational war memoirs (Cheshire 1943; Gibson 1946; Gleed
1942; Hillary 1956 [1942]; Johnson 1956; Richey 1955 [1942]). These were
accompanied by treatments and depictions of flying heroes, the ‘aces’ and
‘knights of the air’, bordering in some cases on hero-worship (Braddon 1954;
Brickhill 1951; Brickhill 1954; Collier 1962; Collier 1966; Forrester 1956).
Extremely popular films came from this genre such as Reach for the Sky
(1956), about the career of legendary ‘legless’ pilot, Bader and The Dam
Busters (1955) featuring Gibson V.C. and 617 squadron. The parade of heroes
and heroines extended to clandestine operations in Europe, prisoner-of-war
camp escape and naval actions (Brickhill 1950; Brickhill 1952; Churchill 1952;
Forester 1959; Lucas Phillips 1956; Lucas Phillips 1958; Minney 1956; Reid
1952; Williams 1949).

This upsurge in patriotic and heroic remembrance of the recent war, the cited
examples are but a small sample, reiterates some government-inspired wartime
messaging but are not a product of propaganda nor a simple case of media
dictating public understanding (Connelly 2004, 269). There appears to have
been a latent public demand, assertively met, for a uniquely British historical
interpretation, not a united narrative of grief, such as followed the First War, but
one that signalled purpose and heroics to accompany the Peace and its
promises. Barthesian ‘clarity’ was achieved, at some cost to distinctions of
class, politics and gender (Ashplant et al 2000, 271), to produce a cultural
construction, distilled to a collective consciousness, of how the war was won.
The films and books reflected an uncritical, consensual unity, not an un-
negotiated acquiescence, rather a willing collaboration by the actors in the
remembrance arena. The public at this time did not have to be ‘led by a ring
through its nose’ (Connelly 2004, 269) and the consumed narratives contributed
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durable myths, unburdened by callously-sidelined civilian death, as anticipated
during the Blitz (Harrisson 1976, 97-99). Concealed in this cavalcade of post-
war historical production, derided as ‘public glossification’ (Harrisson 1976,
324), were darker perspectives compiled under bombardment and limited
disclosure. Some were highly-coloured (Lewey 1944; Woon 1941) and others,
with perhaps more durable value in giving a balanced perspective, rank
alongside the cited Civil Series official histories (Calder 1941; Hodson 1941;
Nixon 1980 [1943]; Sansom 1944; Sansom 1990 [1947]). A personal
reminiscence, not published until 1959, by a former warden, tasked with
assembling the dead for burial, mordantly observes that there were always too
many legs (Faviell 1959, 105). Middleton, one of the cadre of American
journalists, paid tribute to the ‘unknown, unknowing base of British society’, the
ordinary folk in their sweaty, stinking shelters ‘who saved London’s name’. This
respect for Londoners is inspired by suspicion of the British class system and
desired that the Blitz’s spirited response is not perceived as a middle-
class/elitist conceit vested in surprisingly good behaviour. He ensures that talk
of spirit is married to the awful level of dead and injured and that the ‘second
autumn of the war is a dark memory to be locked away at the back of the mind’
until ‘a sight, a sound, even a smell unlocks memory’s door’ (1963, 182-188).
John Steinbeck’s memoir of his time as a war correspondent in Britain is
unsparing in its balance of personal qualities and the tragic reality of a bomb’s
carnage (1994 [1958], 78-80).

These remarks identify an unequal contest between different collective
narratives. The relatively rare assessments of the Blitz, in which nothing was left
unsaid, were quickly overwhelmed by the volume and collective acceptance of
the popular narratives and by the publication and commercial success of
Churchill’s volumes of WWII history (Addison 1992; Churchill 2005 [1949]). This

contest is reinforced in the publication of two books in 1969 and 1971.

Longmate, in a monumental catalogue of everyday life in WWII, intentionally left
military and bombing experience to others. His deliberate pursuit of the
mundane was drawn from responses to hundreds of newspaper and magazine
invitations to share reminiscences about the war in ‘its innumerable acts of
unselfishness and endurance’ (1971, xiii). Calder similarly drew on ‘banalities
and absurdities’, the ‘parts played by ordinary people’ (1969, Rear Cover), to
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track the effect of war on civilian life (1969, 15). Both treatments conjured the
all-pervading, highly-variable nature of the civilian experience. Terms such as
mundane and banal need not carry pejorative connotations; watr, in all of its
manifestations, will have moments which can be so characterised. They mark
what people care to recall and shape the narratives, of unity and fortitude,
humour and honour, which are a familiar accompaniment to the way that the
war was viewed and recollected by those who were distanced from the nastier
aspects of air war. This is exhibited in a book of recipes and remembrances,
Bombers and Mash, still in print after 40 years (Minns 1980). It speaks of
women managing the separations of evacuation and conscription while working
and maintaining family and household together. It is a social history of the home
front where air attack remains uninvited. It is an example of post-war literature,
marked by nostalgia, with affectionate backward glances to a time of digging for
victory, rationing and ‘Woolton’ pie, memoirs of a shared past to be celebrated
for its spirit and unity of purpose (Goodall 2008; Havers 2009; Hylton 2012;
Shaw & Shaw 1990; Whincop 1990). They are evidence of a willingness to
embrace elements of a wartime spirit and a human nature to sublimate

unpleasant memories of the wartime experience.

When Calder published his social history of a people’s war, his intention was to
depict the effect of war on civilian life in its many and varied human forms, some
facile, others fundamental. He remarked on the limited offering of contemporary
grass-roots Blitz material (1969, 629), acknowledging some of the volumes
cited above and the importance of Fitzgibbon’s balanced account of the Blitz
drawing on Mass-Observation material. This did not shy away from the grim
history of the bombing as a vivid description of a buried child testifies (1957,
269). Calder felt that civilian war impact had been underplayed and ill-
considered in history from above. Conscious of the power of ingrained
narratives, Calder conceded that his approach would be revisionist as it tackled
myths, established in texts and television programmes. He observed that ‘if a
mythical version of war still holds sway [...] every person that lived through
those years knows that those parts of the myth which concern his or her own
activities are false. The facts to destroy legends are not hard to come by’ (1969,
15). Indeed, throughout, it is fact that accentuates and challenges accepted

narratives, although it would be in a later book (1991) where, with recourse to
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the framework of Barthes, myth was decoupled from falsehood and legend. The
relevance of The People’s War is in the notion of a unity of experience and buy-
in to a better future, shaped in wartime discourse and reinforced in post-war
embellishment. Longmate’s grass-roots history, in its promotion of the public’s
comfortable nostalgia for the wartime days fits Harrisson’s characterisation of a

glossing-over of the truth, albeit with a consensual stimulus.

One of the national narratives cited by Calder (1969, 117) focussed on the
Dunkirk evacuation and the questionable perception of a spontaneous rallying
of the small boats which exhibited a national character of reacting well, shaping-
up after a setback. Dunkirk spirit was frequently invoked in the weeks after the
deliverance when it was soon equated with the Battle of Britain, mythologised in
the valour of Churchill's Few, and giving 1940 a pivotal position in the national
self-esteem (Summerfield 2010). The close-call of the Battle of Britain had been
given literary support (Wood & Dempster 1961) which inspired the screenplay of
the film of the battle, released with an all-star cast and at excessive cost in
1969. The Battle of Britain sought the truth of the narrow margin of victory in
1940 but could not escape the mythologising that Calder, for example, would
see as underpinning the emergence of a national myth, with political
undertones. In a more nostalgic vein, Boorman’s treatment of the Blitz (Hope &

Glory 1987), failed to challenge the resistance of the myth.

The Myth of the Blitz (1991) was Calder’s creation to illustrate that Britain’s
‘imagined greatness’ depended not on military aspects alone but a popular
consensus based on the national morale (Baxendale 2003, 1; Gardiner 2008)
derived from the people’s war. Its timing, and the work of others (Ponting 1990;
Smith 2000) reflected disquiet at the political mood of the Thatcher years. The
appropriation of a Churchillian stance in the prosecution of the Falklands
campaign put characteristics of British exceptionalism in the public domain;
legitimate fortitude, echoing 1940 and the ‘finest hour’, were exploited and
indeed matched in a fervour for the departure of the task-force from
Portsmouth, still nostalgically revisited on local ‘bygone memories’ web pages.
Calder’s 1991 deconstruction did not arise from disquiet at the claims of
fortitude and unity, the civilian truths, but at sentimentalisation and political re-
purposing which he appeared to suggest had ‘worked themselves out’ when his
book was published (1991, xiv). Fussell, reviewing Calder, highlights the
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Barthesian purity of the Blitz myth in its lacunae, the absence of incompetence,
cowardice, anti-Semitism and despair, to which this thesis would add death and
injury. He acknowledges that their sanitising burnishes the indispensable and
immutable plot/myth, essential to British self-worth, which encodes ‘unity, set-
aside of class divide, phlegm, Cockney humour, patriotism and raw courage’.
He attributes successful implanting of these components of morale to
‘sophisticated but provincial publicity operations’ (1991, 51-52). Writing about
2005 and 7/7, Jack suggests that sentimentalisation and political re-purposing
which Calder (1991) asserted had ‘worked themselves out’ were still active in
reducing the Blitz to a ‘folk-memory’ of stoicism, enshrined in films such as
‘London can take it!” (2011, 89-94). The quiet understatement of Jennings’s
documentaries however is not present in a raft of television films, marking
recent decade anniversaries, which exhibit hyperbole, inaccuracy and

breathtaking simplicity.

They take a lead from Blitz on Britain (1960), narrated by Alistair Cooke,
released, just 20 years after the events, with striking firefighting and rescue
footage, which broke new ground in the re-telling of the Blitz narrative.
However, the producers’ claim that it was providing the ‘first full record’ is open
to challenge since the civilian death toll of almost 70,000, is not mentioned,
despite tragic scenes of the dead and injured being removed from bombed
buildings. Sadly, the portrayal of the civilian experience, reverts to a clichéd
representation of civilians as front-line soldiers, their endurance overcoming
military might and arrogance. Cheerful ‘bobbies’, singing in the shelters and
happy evacuees overwhelm the footage of the smoking rubble to create the
enveloping warmth of post-war myth. Fifty years later, Blitz Street (2010)
constructed a house and over four episodes blew it to pieces with different
ordnance to ‘replicate the Blitz’. The commentary, befitting a ludicrous concept,
spoke of ‘the biggest firestorm in history’ in flagrant ignorance of Hamburg or
Dresden. Faced with a choice, to give in or ‘carry on’, the British people
behaved differently and with Blitz spirit, ‘a real event that gains popular
significance’, won through! A film on Coventry overshadowed heartbreaking
survivor testimony with overstatement; buildings are not destroyed but
obliterated and Coventry did not burn, it was incinerated by a firestorm

‘devouring’ the city. As ‘apocalypse’ approached, ‘civilisation and its survival’

71



was in the balance, fear was taking hold and morale was beginning to break
down; 100,000 fled in panic (Blitz: The Bombing of Coventry. November 1940
(2009). In this and other treatments (Blitz: London’s Firestorm 2005; The First
Day of the Blitz 2010) there is a pattern of language that demeans the
experience of those who lived through the bombing and who lost family
members, homes, livelihoods and suffered fear and trauma. The children, to
whom they bequeathed their memories, could not fail to feel slighted by
generalisations of spirit and dark days at the hands of the ‘nazi war machine’
(Children of the Blitz 2017). These films failed a duty of balance and accuracy in
a pursuit of popular history that amounted to a repetition, indeed over-
embellishment, of wartime myths. The cultural output of Blitz history,
exemplified in this output and other literary efforts (Webb & Duncan 1990;
Wicks 1990), prompted by significant anniversaries, appears to be a response
to a public need for reassuring narratives. To this end, ready reassurance is
observed in new cinematic versions, of wartime myths, emerging to bolster a
sense of British identity in the year after the Brexit referendum (Churchill 2017;
Darkest Hour 2017; Dunkirk 2017).

It is unsurprising that thoughtful, balanced literary output (Gaskin 2005;
Gardiner 2011; MacLeod 2011; Ray 1996; Stansky 2007), has struggled to
reshape the limited perspective of the Blitz, given the entrenchment of its
popular support. Levine makes a case that Blitz spirit, sustained the country
after the 2005 bombings and that time has barely altered its function: ‘Britain
Can Take It-and so can you’ (2015, 314). He adds ‘We must not forget, of
course, that many thousands were killed during the Blitz’ (2015, 309). Yet only
in his final pages, of the seamier secrets of the Blitz, are the dead
acknowledged, relegated to a footnote to a ‘folk memory’. Even Front Line
recorded the dead and injured with more dignity (Ministry of Information 1942).

Nonetheless, some exposure of limitations of the entrenched Blitz narrative has
emerged to challenge an otherwise unrestrained political deployment. Overy
deems its use to be cruel in a Covid context; the simple repetition of key words,
like unity, resolve and resilience, misapplied for political gain (2020b). Two
distinguished films from the BBC (Blitz Cities 2015; Blitz: The Bombs That
Changed Britain 2017) challenge the London-centric nature of Blitz history and

develop personal memories of specific incidents into historical narratives that
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challenge a simplistic ‘collective memory’. Likewise, an attempt to look beyond
clichés and recall the suffering is the aim of Blitz Spirit with Lucy Worsley
(2021). The television film enjoins its viewers to reflect on an ‘empty shell in
which resilience alone remains’, to make the civilian experience and its broader
history count. It argues against the politicisation of the narrative, in pandemic
communication, yet, although effectively presented by a popular historian, in the
writer’s opinion, it could have been braver, more explicit, in its exposure of

home truths hidden behind simplistic myth repetition.

4.6 Summary

The myth is a shared narrative, an embedded popular consciousness. The
traced path is largely consensual, nurtured in wartime by government
institutions and transacted by a collusive media and a willing public (Coughlan
2019). Through time, it is now a narrative of those who have no direct
experience of the events it masks. Analysing the narrative consensus, however,
needs to acknowledge that the bombing experience and its reporting were
uneven; over half the British population were never bombed and most towns,
despite constant alerts, had few raids (Overy 2013, 141-142). For the majority,
the knowledge of the brunt borne by the East End, Clydebank, Liverpool and
Hull would have been partial, amid vagueness of the location of incidents,
suppression of casualty numbers and morale-boosting press coverage.
However, for those under fire, the disinformation, on fatal incidents, morale and
displacement, had no leverage (Coughlan 2019). They knew, too well, the truth
of bombed-out streets, bereft neighbours, filthy shelters, over-whelmed rest
centres, extensive looting. Propagandist material was seen through immediately
by those directly involved; ‘glossification’ was not for them, they were the people
of Middleton’s ‘dark autumn of memory’ (1963, 188).

The Blitz, hence, has two aspects of popular recognition. Firstly, it is a widely-
held consciousness, about a time past of heroic qualities, passed on in history
books and story-telling. It is here that the narrow narrative is firmly embedded, a
passive inheritance of the surviving, the unwounded, the scared but unscathed,
the distanced but sympathetic. Secondly, it lives on in personal, inherited and
shared memories of a darker shade, less prominent perhaps, but brought alive

in personal and collective remembrance. This is a narrative of victims and their
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families which is elusive, seldom heard in common discourse, finding no

welcome in Blitz Spirit (Noakes 2020).

The Blitz experience that plays a significant role in Britain’s ‘public memory’ of
WWII (Connelly 2004, 130), in a post-war world of diminished national status, is
now interpreted through the positive characteristics that the wartime generation
exhibited at pivotal moments in the war (Baxendale 2003; Calder 1941; Calder
1969; 1991). This chapter has explored the rise of the Blitz myth, how a
narrative, granting comfort and validation, should produce an eclipse of the
desperate history of civilian death and injury. It has been argued, in this review
of Blitz culture and meaning, that civilian narratives became progressively
detached from the bombing and its consequences. Calder argued, as early as
1969, that the distillation of devastated cities into one-word symbols- Guernica,
Dresden, Hiroshima, Hanoi- seen in the similar juxtaposition of London and
Rotterdam in Front Line in 1942, obscures rather than represents the facts of
life and death (Calder 1969, 261). ‘Blitz’ is comparable, divorced from its source
narrative, it has been distorted, appropriated to express more benign
sentiments, speaking of human nobility rather than experience; a myth
characterised as Blitz Spirit, an evolution on a clear line from British Spirit at the
war’s end. Whether it can be seen as ‘a real event’ (Blitz Street 2010), is

guestioned here and in the analysis of civilian experience that follows next.
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5. CIVILIAN EXPERIENCE

‘Brokers, clerks, peddlers and merchants by day, heroes by night’.

‘These civilians are good soldiers’.
Quentin Reynolds’ narration in London can take it! (1940).

5.1 Prelude

The Introduction flagged this chapter as a platform for a broader perspective of
the Blitz, presented through the medium of civilian experience, amid obscured
scripts of the air war, which, together shape the foundations of remembrance

and commemorative outcomes analysed in later chapters and case studies.

WWII was not the first time that Britain had been bombarded; over 1500 deaths
resulted from naval, airship and aircraft attacks in WWI (Castle 2015; Castle
2018; Faulkner and Durrani 2008; Hyde 2012; Oliver 2005; Watson 2014). The
term ‘Home Front’ emerged in The Times in April 1917 (Oxford English
Dictionary 2021). London’s raids provoked unprecedented resort to the
underground system for shelter (Overy 2013, 21). Feelings ran high; the death
of children at North Street School, Poplar on 13th June 1917 caused particular
revulsion (Morison 1937, 116-122) although the war’s costliest raid was on
Folkestone (Leclere 2017). In January 1918, fourteen people died entering a
shelter in Shoreditch, provoking crude anti-Semitic allegations in the press
(White 2014, 249-250). Appendix 2 has examples of the commemoration of
these events.

London’s experience provided a glimpse of a future in which technology had
transformed the destructive power of air attack. From the early 1920s, air-power
strategies were influenced by Douhet, an Italian General, whose concepts of air
superiority coalesced into a doctrine widely taken-up by military planners; air
attack could win a war with a ‘knock-out blow’ visited on ‘febrile’ populations in
crowded cities, destroying civilian willingness to fight on (Overy 2013, 23-26).
This doctrine and its casualty predictions drove aviation policy, planning and
action throughout Europe. Morison, in a study of the WWI raids, predicted
chemical and incendiary attack, elimination of governance, catastrophic urban
destruction and huge loss of life (1937, 181-195). Werner noted Germany’s
adoption of the Douhet doctrine, observing that their airforce is ‘regarded as the

specific weapon of totalitarian warfare; as the long-distance weapon to obtain a
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decision in a lightning war, to attack and paralyse the enemy in his own country
far behind the front lines’ (1939, 137).

Werner’s analysis allowed no distinction between front-line combatant and the
home front; civilians are hence integral to a consolidated war effort. The
Government had debated bombing since the early 1920s with respect to air raid
mitigation (Titmuss 1950, 3-7). In 1932 a speech by Stanley Baldwin

emphasized inexorable air power (Middlemas & Barnes 1969, 722):

‘..it is well also for the man in the street to realise that there is no power
on earth that can protect him from being bombed. Whatever people may

tell him, the bomber will always get through'.

‘..the only defence is in offence, which means that you have to kill more

women and children more quickly than the enemy....'

That the war would be fought through the concept of civilian casualties mattered
greatly not only to policy-makers but to the general public. A popular film made
dire predictions of civil breakdown (Things to Come 1936), a nightmare vision
that thankfully did not come to pass. However, a novel that foresaw a city,
modelled on Southampton, amid food shortages and weak local governance,
descend into chaos (Shute 1939) was uncomfortably close to the experience of
Coventry. Peace campaigners, for whom women and children had no place in
the front line (Peace Pledge Union 2009; Hetherington 2015) were also caught
up in the feverish months leading to war. Their campaigning never faltered
(Brittain 1944; Peace Pledge Union undated; Westwood 2011) despite
Baldwin’s candour chiming with Orwell’s blunt logic; total war allowed no
exceptions (Luckhurst 2017; Orwell & Angus 1970, 179). Hope for a solution to
‘this mad threat to our great cities’ had long dissipated (Morison 1937, 206).

Pre-war planning was driven by an obsessive focus on bombing lethality. In
WWI 300 tons of bombs had killed around 1,500 people but by 1939 the
government was planning on fifty deaths per ton; a 60-day attack would lead to
600,000 deaths (Harrisson 1976, 23). The expectation of carnage and fear of
morale collapse had hastened civil defence preparations (Haapamaki 2014;
Overy 2013, 27-28). As Britain entered the war, it had been anticipating the
impact on its people for over twenty years. Post-war assessment (O’Brien 1955)
observed that Civil Defence during the war grew into ‘an affair of much

complexity’, involving millions of ordinary citizens, outside of the Armed Forces,
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firstly, as participants in defence organisations and secondly as victims of
enemy action that at times ‘weighed heavily in the balance between victory and
defeat’. The growing portents of war saw significant steps taken to limit public
impact through evacuation, shelter and gas protection and air-raid precautions.
They were ‘well-advanced’ by 1940, having benefitted from the hiatus of the
‘Phoney War'. The Government ‘achievements’ extended to an effective
warning system and national black-out enforcement (1955, 20-25).
Acknowledging the gas threat, forty-four million masks had been issued.
Shelters covered trench, surface and domestic forms; 2.5 million Anderson
shelters for domestic gardens had been supplied by June 1940 (1955, 329-
336). O’Brien’s assessment saw the ‘fourth arm’ of the Services, in ‘a fair state

of readiness’ (1955, Inside Front Flap).
5.2 Britain’s Air War

Following the declaration of war on 3™ September 1939 there was an
immediate mobilisation of defence measures, mass evacuation and the Black-
out. During this ‘Phase of Uncertainty’ (Titmuss 1950, 137), air attack was
insubstantial. Middlesbrough was the first English town to be bombed in late
May 1940. However, the fall of France on 18 June escalated the German

offensive (Ministry of Information 1942, 6).

Three phases have been identified in the year to June 1941, starting with raids
between June and August 1940, on coastal towns and convoys, as a prelude to
invasion (Ministry of Information 1942, 6-9). The second phase pitted RAF
Fighter Command in defence of airspace in daylight air battles for air superiority
(Overy 2013, 88-89). The Battle of Britain, in the Air Ministry’s assessment, ‘the
Great Days’ of 1940, is accorded a distinct timeline in a booklet of January 1941
(Ministry of Information 1941). In six weeks, from 8" August 1940, air defences,
despite severe pressure, denied the enemy a decisive breakthrough. A
successful day on 15" September 1940 saw sixty enemy aircraft destroyed
(Overy 2013, 88), significantly less than initial claims of 185, still repeated in
1941 (Ministry of Information 1941, 24). That day has become Battle of Britain
Day, when Fighter Command pilots are remembered, having been immortalised
on August 20" as The Few (The International Churchill Society 2020).

In casting the Battle as a clear-cut victory, the pamphlet of 1941 started a
process where the ‘terrible beauty of the Summer of 1940’, in which Fighter
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Command fought a ‘decisive draw’ (Jenkins 2001, 611-629), became a
managed, selective and simplified narrative of events that has subsequently
evolved into unchallengeable myth (Calder 1991, 98-101; Jenkins 2001, 630).
More prosaically, Overy suggests that enemy losses merely hastened a
planned transition to the third phase since the strategy of daytime air superiority
had not demonstrably worked (2013, 88-89). The Luftwaffe’s England Angriff
was a 12-month campaign; its notable change in emphasis did not acknowledge
a Battle of Britain (Overy 2013, 73-74).

Figure 2

Front Cover, Battle of Britain, Ministry of Information Booklet 1941.

From 7" September 1940, a significant strategic switch to night-time heavy
bombing of Britain’s cities was enacted, targeting the destruction of the nation’s
economy and governance, a phase soon summarised as the Blitz. The
Luftwaffe doctrine of air power (Werner (1939, 37), combined the paralysing
aerial knockout-blow with ground forces. Pre-invasion, night attacks were
perforce an independent strategy; uncoupled from land warfare, for aggressor
and defender alike, they represent the first strategic air offensive of WWII
(Overy 2013, 89). The specific timing of the switch to night attack was triggered
by a late-August raid on Berlin (Clapson 2019, 37; Overy 2013, 83-85).
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The first night Blitz on London on 71" September 1940 signalled the most
concerted element of the air war and it is generally accepted that it lasted until
the end of May 1941 (Ministry of Information 1942). It was characterised by
multiple aircraft sorties lasting most of the night as aircraft crossed the target
area untroubled by then-ineffective night-fighter defences. The German bomber
force consisted of a thousand twin-engined bombers with a payload of around
2,000 kilograms; a prolonged stream of aircraft was needed to deliver an
effective blow (Ramsey 1988, 28-29). From 7th September until the end of
November 1940, London was attacked on every night but four (Ministry of
Information 1942, 15), by up to 400 aircraft, causing extensive destruction in the
East-End dockland boroughs. Even as attacks were extended to provincial
targets, London was routinely attacked (1942, 15). The bombardment was
sustained throughout December 1940 until May 1941, varying from ‘lighter’,
sporadic raids by up to fifty aircraft to notable heavy raids, perhaps angry
reactions to RAF night attacks (Overy 2013, 107-108). Major raids attracted
their own popular signature. The first raid on 7th September 1940 was ‘Black
Saturday’ (Black Saturday 2015; Ramsey 1988, 56) and the raid of 29th
December 1940 was ‘The Second Great Fire of London’ (Gaskin 2005, ix-xi).
This raid, with its burned Wren churches and a narrow escape for St Paul’s,
was to become a focus for Britain’s Blitz narrative, eclipsing heavier and costlier
attacks on London, before the Blitz ended. On March 19", ‘The Wednesday’
and April 16, 'The Saturday’, over seven hundred bombers killed more than a
thousand civilians on each of the two raids (Ray 2000, 227-232). The final large
raid on the 10" May cost over 1500 civilian lives, London’s worst casualty toll of
the Blitz (Collier 1959; Ministry of Information 1942, 21-22).

The extension of night operations to inland industrial targets (Overy 2013, 93)
was signalled by a raid on Coventry on 14" November 1940. Birmingham,
Sheffield and Manchester suffered multiple raids as part of a broad assault
which extended to Bristol, Liverpool and Southampton before the year’s end
(Ministry of Information 1942, 82-88). Meanwhile, daylight ‘nuisance’ raids were
continued throughout the night phase (Overy 2013, 91- 93), presenting a
continuing threat until May 1941 (Blake 1982; Rootes 1988).
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Figure 3

Fireman. Front Cover of Front Line, Ministry of Information Booklet 1942.

The bombing of Coventry is significant for the shocked reaction of the city’s
authorities and the general public (Harrisson 1976, 133-134; Levine 2015, 95-
116; Mass-Observation 1940b). Coventry in 1940 had a densely-populated core
hugging closely its Cathedral precincts. The 11-hour attack was, at the time, as
heavy as any yet experienced with over five hundred tonnes of high-explosive
and incendiary bombs concentrated on the city centre. The raid was soon
positioned as an indiscriminate attack on civilians, helped by gloating German
propaganda claiming the obliteration of the city, in a, now-dated, neologism,
Koventrieren (McGrory 2015, 81-93). A visiting American hewsman described a
mass exodus of dazed survivors with ‘order and clearance’ soon re-established
(Pyle 1941, 82). This view was challenged in fierce criticism by Harrisson of
poor local governance. He observed a collective shock to a city, stunned into
inaction and descending into a loss of hope (1976, 133-135). The Ministry of
Home Security was quick to react to the paralysis and spirits were lifted when
the King, with the Secretary of State, Herbert Morrison, toured the city on the
16" November (McGrory 2015, 93-95). The city slowly recovered its poise
(Shelton 1950) and the symbol of the cathedral ruins became the focus for a
narrative of hope and defiance, even as over four hundred dead were buried in
mass graves. Local estimates suggest a death toll of almost six hundred
(Historic Coventry 2021; McGrory 2015, 101-103).
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The new year, 1941, saw a continuation of attacks on industrial centres and an
intensification of attacks on port cities; the centre of Portsmouth was largely
destroyed on 10" January 1941. Overy has identified a German plan geared to
a mid-1941 ‘culmination point’, at which point the England Angriff was to be
significantly phased-down ahead of war with Russia (Overy 2013,106-107). An
opposing view notes that while the bombing of London showed continuity ‘the
attacks on the provinces were spasmodic, intermittent and widely dispersed’.
The Luftwaffe made seventy attacks across 24 towns including London,
Liverpool, Plymouth, Glasgow and Belfast between March and May 1941
(Titmuss 1950, 304). Moreover, the attacks were reminiscent of the ‘the
aimless, destructive outbursts of a child’ rather than an outcome of clear,
decisive planning often regarded as ‘the prerogative of totalitarian leadership’
(Titmuss 1950, 304). The pattern of attack takes on a different complexion from
research into German records (Overy 2013, 106-107) which suggests a
discriminating plan, including that on Belfast of 15th April 1941, when over 150
bombers targeted the shipyards at a cost of nine hundred lives, more, in a
single raid, than anywhere other than London (Ministry of Information 1942,
122-124; Moore 1965). On 22nd June 1941, the endgame was reached, Russia
was invaded and, as planned, the England Angriff was wound-down (Overy
2013, 73-74). As 1941 closed, the country could not have known that the most
destructive phase of the air war was over. Nonetheless, Front Line tempted
fate in unabashed triumphalism: the ‘great German offensive, against the back
kitchens and front parlours of Britain,” had met with total defeat (Ministry of
Information 1942, 158-159).

Few areas of Britain were spared from the enemy in the air, either through civil
defence preparation, alerts or actual attack. In the south of England, ‘tip and
run’ raids (Ministry of Information 1942, 132) were prevalent after the summer of
1941 and continued throughout a period of relative calm before the V-weapon
incursions in 1944. There were however two distinct bombing phases, the
second came as a nasty surprise in early 1944 and the first took the Blitz to
small, poorly-defended regional cities, during April and May 1942. The
Baedeker Blitz was launched against ‘historic’ cities, allegedly picked from the
famous guidebook. First mentioned in Germany, the British press quickly

adopted the description and it has persisted since (Rothnie 1992; Rothnie 2010,
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98). The targeting of Bath, Canterbury, Exeter, Norwich and York, whether
drawn from the guide or not, was determined following RAF raids on Lubeck
and Rostock (Rothnie 2010, 149-150). The retaliatory raids were individually
damaging but of little strategic value (Overy 2013, 118). A later case study
enlarges on the Bath Blitz and its remembrance.

The final conventional airborne phase in Spring 1944 was a series of raids,
dubbed the Little Blitz (Conen 2014). These Steinbock raids incurred more
casualties, than 1940-1941, in the London boroughs of Fulham, Wandsworth,
Chelsea, Hammersmith and Islington (CWGC 2021a; Overy 2013, 120-121).
These raids were soon followed by the final enemy flourish. Vengeance
weapons, Vergeltungswaffen (Ogley 1992; Campbell 2012), had been
anticipated and the first, the V-1 flying bomb, had to contend with three
defensive screens, fighter cover, barrage balloons and anti-aircraft ordnance.
Around 9,000 were launched from mainland Europe between June and
December 1944 with a 1945 flurry launched from aircraft (Ramsey 1974). The
effective defensive screen destroyed 4,200 en route (Ogley 1992, 5; Overy
2013, 121-122). London was also protected by an intelligence operation that
influenced a pull-back in range (Overy 2013, 122), at some cost to Kent and
other southern counties (Rootes 1988, 200) where around 2,600 fell (Ogley
1992, 5). The London Civil Defence Region, comprising Greater London and
suburban sections of the Home Counties reported 2,420 incidents. The V-1,
was, in modern parlance, a cruise missile (Overy 2013, 121-122) but in spirited
treatment by press and public this new form of deadly aerial warfare attracted
popular soubriquets such as buzz-bombs, dingbats and doodlebugs (Ogley
1992, 3) although the official government term was Flying Bombs (O’Brien
1955, 653). London’s first, on 13" June 1944, caused fatalities at Grove Road,
Bethnal Green. The shock of the new weapon brought a resumption of mass
evacuation and resort to public shelter (Overy 2013, 121-122). They accounted
for 6,200 dead and 18,000 seriously injured (O’'Brien 1955, 677-679).

On 8™ September 1944 a new weapon demolished houses and caused three
fatalities in Chiswick (Ogley 1992, 142-143). The V-2 was a supersonic, high-
altitude rocket. Too high and fast to defend, its range and accuracy were
unpredictable; the weapon was not officially acknowledged until early November
(1992, 157). Over 1,100 made landfall of which 600 were in the London region;
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fatalities exceeded 2,800 (Overy 2013, 121). The V2 impact caused deep
penetration. At Smithfield Market in March 1945 over 100 fatalities were caused
by the building’s collapse into the tube tunnel below (Demarne 1980, 85-88).
Figure 4
First V2, Staveley Road, Chiswick 2004 (IWM 2021/WMR 62244).

On March 271, 1945, the final V-2 incidents of the war were recorded,
highlighting the lottery of indiscriminate rocketry and its remembrance. At
Hughes Mansions, Vallance Road, Bethnal Green, a block of flats was hit killing
134 people. The hysterical reaction of the residents ‘swarming the scene’,
hampered the rescue and ‘some force had to be used to clear the area...’
(Demarne 1980, 88). The scene today is marked by a ground plaque offering

minimal respect of the carnage so close to the war’s end.

Figure 5

Last V2, Hughes Mansions Memorial (IM 2021/WMR 12602).
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Later that day, in Orpington, Kent, lvy Millichamp became ‘the last person in
Britain to be killed by enemy action’. This is inscribed on her gravestone placed

in 1989 on her previously unmarked grave (Ramsey 1990, 534-535).

The V-Bomb campaigns cost 9,000 lives when thoughts were turning to peace,
following the establishment of the Allies in France after D-day. The apocalyptic
prophesies of the nineteen-thirties had not been fulfilled but the country was
exhausted and too many had died. Titmuss contextualises the post-war review
of social policy delivery with the observation that the country had suffered ‘in
proportion to its population [...] a larger number than any other member of the
United Nations [...] 40,000 had died before the United States and the U.S.S.R.
entered the war’ (1950, 239). The dubious exclusion of German fatalities ought
not to undermine the significance of the civilian toll; it took three years before
more soldiers died than women and children (1950, 334). Numerical analysis
apart, air war, despite mitigation measures, had exacted a terrible human cost.
From James Isbister on 16" March 1940 (Ministry of Information 1942, 6) to lvy
Millichamp (Ogley 1992, 184), bombing had left almost 70,000 dead and
400,000 injured (O’Brien 1955, 677). Over half of the dead and injured were
women and children under 16 (1955, 678), people and their ‘worlds blown apart’
(Gardiner 2011, 361). At no time in the nation’s history had the impact of war
been so democratised, its effects universal, with little discrimination as to age,

gender or domestic situation (Grayzel 2012, ix).

5.3 Civilians in a People’s War

The prelude to air war foreshadowed the blurring of front lines and civilian
vulnerability (Morison 1937; Werner 1939). Throughout Europe where the home
and battle fronts physically overlapped (Overy 2013, 126) un-numbered millions
died in the carnage and genocide that followed (Judt 1992, 84; Thomson 1957,
810). Europe’s air fatality data are equally uncertain. Overy estimates a toll in
Europe of 600,000 (2013, 17), accepting that a definitive total is impossible.
Indeed, Sebald claims that 600,000 deaths were inflicted by the Allied bombing
offensive in Germany alone (2003, 4). The brief description of the air war above
conveys the damage visited on Britain whose island status shielded its people

from the worst excesses experienced on the mainland.

The notion that, on any day, enemy aircraft were somewhere overhead
(Titmuss 1950, 323) is suggestive of constant alarm and anxiety, an immersive
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aerial threat (The Times 1932, 8). Therefore, even where the air war did not
move beyond baleful threat, in rural areas and country towns, preoccupations
were directed to making the best of evacuation, rationing, the black-out and
family separation, no less a people’s war for the absence of sustained attack,
damage and displacement. However, it is to these, the deadly experiences of

the Blitz, that this thesis turns with perspectives on the nature of civilian status.

As war approached, there was considerable doubt whether the populace could
rise to the challenge with the morale and solidarity of those on other front-lines.
It was presumed that ‘widespread neurosis and panic would ensue’ (Titmuss
1950, 18-19). However, to the surprise of pre-war sceptics, conditions were
endured with unexpected unity and spirit but with no ‘front-line’ equipment
(Calder 1991, 75). Baxendale (2003), echoing Titmuss and Calder, observes
the ascription of new meaning for British civilians. Their ‘social existence’
becoming spoken of in increasingly militaristic terms; unarmed, unorganised
and indisciplined, civilians faced uncertain challenges ‘as best they could’
(Titmuss 1950, 3), yet with expectations of soldierly mettle. For the first time,
civilians were accorded a positive identity; a managed definition of their status
on the new front line, calling for the embrace of combatant qualities of ‘stoicism,
steadfastness and a willingness to endure hardship and risks associated with
battle, including death’ (Grayzel 2012, 315). Hitherto, they were invariably
defined in the negative as persons NOT in armed forces employment; hence,
non-military personnel. Grayzel argues that there was an acceptance of civilian
partnership with combatants, forged by the remembrance of the attacks in WWI
and pre-war debate, a ‘domestication of war’ where morale, once the preserve
of a disciplined military, would be culturally appropriated to civilians. Whether
this ‘partnership’ had consent or not, there is little doubt that civilians were
actively ‘militarised’ from the earliest part of the war, a process which
accelerated as bombing grew in intensity. The language of government-inspired
material unequivocally pursued this, ascribing military stereotypes to civilian
fortitude (Ministry of Information 1942, 7). The crude propaganda of ‘clerks by
day, warriors by night’ in London can take it! (1940) should be considered in the
same vein. The ‘citizen warriors’ of civil defence exceeded one and half million
in late 1940; 80% were volunteers and 25% were women. Front Line declares

their contribution to defeat of the air assault by ‘power of thought, action and
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endurance, based upon the clear consciousness of a just cause’ (1942, 159).
The statement encapsulates how civilian status was mobilised as an active part
of the wartime information apparatus erected as a wartime contingency plan

explored in the previous chapter.

5.4 Casualties

Civilians were introduced into the military apparatus of casualty recording and
management from an early stage in the war. While the numbers of casualties
belied ‘lurid’ pre-war predictions (Overy 2013, 24) they represented a civilian
catastrophe that merited recognition. The toll of war in Britain receives official
expression through the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC).
Their WWI and WWII Rolls of Honour list each military and civilian fatality,
without reservation of age, gender, rank, creed or ethnicity. The record of war

dead exceeds 1.7 million; of the 666,665 incurred in WWII, 10% are civilian:

Army 368,042
Air Force 124,362
Civilian 69,171
Navy 65,915
Merchant Navy 37,604

Source: Commonwealth War Graves Commission
The Commission emerged on the Western Front, under the leadership of
Fabian Ware, whose mobile ambulance unit initiated the recording of the graves
of soldiers killed in action. In 1915 the War Office recognised Ware's registration
commission. In 1917, by Royal Charter, an ‘essentially amateur enterprise’
became the Imperial War Graves Commission, charged with reburial of the
British and Empire fallen in permanent cemeteries (Morris 2008). Their work
today commemorates the war dead in cemeteries and on memorials at 23,000
locations in more than 150 countries (CWGC 2021a). There are famous
monuments to the missing at Thiepval and Ypres’ Menin Gate which stand
close to enormous cemeteries like Tyne Cot (Coombs 1986). In Britain, over
20,000 missing RAF personnel are remembered at Runnymede and 36,000
merchant mariners at Tower Hill. Naval personnel lost at sea are remembered
in monuments at Portsmouth, Devonport and Chatham. At 13,000 sites across
the British Isles, 170,000 people are identified by the CWGC'’s characteristic

markers and a further 130,000 on cenotaphs and curtain walls. The fulfilment of
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its charter obligations costs over £70 million each year, funded by governments

in proportion to the number of casualties (CWGC 2021a).

For military casualties, CWGC’s mission is to provide and curate the place of

burial and, where there is no known grave, present a memorial to the missing

(Crane 2013, 96-97). The Royal Charter determines the commemoration of:
‘Officers and Men of Our Military & Naval Forces’ (Military includes Air
Forces) who died between 4 August 1914 and 31 August 1921 and 3
September 1939 and 31 December 1947, regardless of cause, whilst

serving in a Commonwealth military force’.

Merchant Navy deaths are included in the military records except when suffered
on land by enemy action. Deaths in Home Guard service are also deemed

military despite their composition of local volunteers, often ineligible for service.

The CWGC’s mission for civilian commemoration does not extend to
cemeteries, cenotaphs or gravestones. It commemorates through a book of
remembrance, the Civilian War Dead Roll of Honour. The duty of recording
Commonwealth civilian war dead was entrusted, by supplementary Charter, in
1941, to the then Imperial War Graves Commission; Commonwealth replaced
Imperial in 1964. The key distinction for a civilian is the aforementioned
absence of armed services employment. This definition permits inclusion of
members of the fire service, police forces and on various ARP and rescue
duties (O’Brien 1955, 690). For a civilian to be recorded death has to be ‘by
enemy action’ which includes death in overseas prison camps, those lost at sea
and those killed by allied ordnance and weapons in so-called ‘friendly fire’ (M.
Donnelly pers.comm. 18 October 2019). In the formal tones of the
Supplemental Royal Charter, 15th June 1941, a civilian is not in a military force
but will be recorded ‘in whatever walk of civilian life who have died or may die in
the present War from War injuries’. They need to be a Commonwealth citizen
who died between 3 September 1939 and 31 December 1947 (Imperial War
Graves Commission 1941). The inclusion of Commonwealth bombing
casualties places Malta fourth after Liverpool, Birmingham and Lambeth in the

list of reporting authorities. Appendix 3.

The commemorative bureaucracy of the CWGC, underpinned by the
established local authority structure of civil registration, ensured an
acknowledgement of the civilian dead no less than that accorded to military
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dead. Civilians, non-military casualties, have equal status, their names, line
upon line, visible in physical books in Westminster Abbey. The recording and
recognition of the civilian dead by the CWGC followed precedents and
processes developed to commemorate military casualties. As displayed later,
Ware’s zeal to record the civilian dead presumed an equivalence with military
combatant sacrifice for King and Empire, reinforcing a quasi-military status,

implicit in the state-managed civilian discourse trailed above.

Figure 6
CWGC Civilian War Dead Roll of Honour, Westminster Abbey.

However, in the management of death and dislocation this desired civilian

status was severely tested as the next paragraphs will show.

5.5 Managing Death

Deaths due to war operations had been under consideration by the Ministry of
Health since the mid-1920s (Titmuss 1950, 14), culminating in the assembly of
significant powers that remain one of the more contentious aspects of wartime
state intervention (Noakes 2020, 174; Rugg 2004, 154). Matters of identification
and removal of the dead, mortuary provision and mass burial were well-
advanced by the ‘grisly intimacy’ of government officials at the start of the war
(Titmuss 1950, 14 and 21), dismissed, with rare insensitivity, as ‘casualty work’
(1950, 239). This preceded an unprecedented period of government direction
which hastened, often insensitively, the efficient disposal of the dead (Harrisson

1976, 99). Speed was imperative, for reasons of morale and public health; the
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despatch of a high volume of fatalities sometimes limited the opportunity for
identification and presentation for personal, family burial. Where numbers and
circumstance dictated, burial sites for multiple casualties were required. At over
100 locations across the country there are sites of communal burial, the sharing
of grave space, ranging from a handful of deceased to several hundred.

Summaries, analysed by location, are in Appendices 4, 5 and 6.

The grave sites are evidence of an aspect of the government response to the
air war that is deemed to have been more efficient than social provision
(Titmuss 1950, 239) by a Government intent on a more soldierly response.
Since ‘loved ones were dying for the nation’, it presumed that it would ‘mean
much’ to relatives if burials were attended by military honours (Ministry of
Information 1940b). This manipulation of civilian status was inspired by a
perceived need to manage death’s impact on the morale of the living, survivors

and bereaved, while in parallel swiftly managing casualty despatch.

The requirements of local authorities in the management of ‘Civilian deaths due
to war operations’ were stipulated in MoH Circular 1779, of 28" February 1939.
Simultaneously, one million burial forms, which linked mortuary and death
registers, were distributed (Titmuss 1950, 21). The form was crucial to
establishing the civilian database on which the CWGC Roll of Honour became
dependent (Margry 2010, 44-47). Circular 1779 enjoined local authorities to
procure mortuary space, using compulsory powers as necessary and provide
transport for bodies. Authorities were later relieved of reporting deaths by
enemy action to coroners whose inquest obligations, in this regard, were
suspended (Ramsey & Ramsey 2019, 75). This circular, with its far-reaching
powers and assertion of strong central control, began a concerted engagement
between local and burial authorities and government ministries. The prediction
of high casualties and consequent demand for graves and coffin timber meant
government pursuit of ‘communal imperatives’ which led to consideration of
cremation and mass burial ‘in lime’ (Titmuss 1950, 13). At operational level, the
approach of MoH insensitively exerted an imbalance between tradition and
enforcement, the subsuming of ‘familial control over the final destination of the
corpse’ (Rugg 2004, 154). Tensions continued throughout the Blitz; over-
estimation of bombing casualties and the greater problems of bombed-out,

displaced families failed to relieve pressure on individual burial authorities. York,
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following a damaging Baedeker raid and Hull and Sheffield, overwhelmed by
phases of continuous attack, were forced to implement mass burials.
Nonetheless, the strong, national tradition of family burial of claimed bodies was
maintained by and large throughout the Blitz but, as these northern cities show,
it could be challenged by intense raiding and limited local mortuary provision
(2004, 166-168). The efficient administration of death, regardless of regulations
and circulars, was determined by the seriousness of the raid and sometimes
descended into chaos, adversely influencing the imagined dignity of liaison
between bereaved and burial authority. Noakes describes issues in Liverpool,
Clydebank, Sheffield and Belfast. The latter, which suffered the greatest one-
raid loss outside of London, saw 163 people buried in 153 coffins (Noakes
2020, 175-185). Needham (2009, 124-134) spares no detail in the identification
of the deceased and burial problems encountered in Nottingham.

The realities of a Blitz could present local authorities and burial agencies with
an overwhelming number of dead and the grim task of recovering, reassembling
and identification of bodies. The displacement of those in rest centres, often at a
distance, saw the number of unclaimed bodies rise; burials had to proceed, as
directed, ‘wrapped in sheets and interred in mass graves’ (Rugg 2004, 161).
The bereaved, coping with loss, bereft of homes and chattels, were thus
confronted by the spectre of a ‘common’ grave and a pauper’s burial in little
more than a hessian sack. These fears were particularly prominent in some
disadvantaged communities resulting in some of the highest incidences of
claiming the body for private burial (Noakes 2020, 175). In Clydebank, two
heavy raids on consecutive nights in March 1941 had made 35,000 residents
homeless (Titmuss 1950, 312-313). The town authorities had no choice but a
‘hasty committal’ of 120 unclaimed civilians at the local Dunottar Cemetery in a
mass grave, attended by ‘a host of politicians, bureaucrats and clergy’, who
‘hastened swiftly away’. Bitter reflection speaks of ‘something irredeemably
squalid’, of authorities who ‘did not supply even cardboard coffins so that bodies
were lowered into wet Dunbartonshire earth in the indignity of bedsheets and
kitchen string’ (MacLeod 2011, 8). A similar burial in Hull in May 1941 was also
a miserable affair; despite limited family attendance for the burial of 200 victims
in a shallow trench, public grief was uncontained. Patriotic local press coverage

had a jarring effect on local sentiment (Rugg 2004, 166-168).
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These mass burials invariably took place when the community mood was fragile
and the balm of an ‘heroic’ burial, with ‘militaristic rhetoric’ emphasizing sacrifice
and honour, became established practice although its standard was variable
(2004, 154). The covering of bare shrouds in flags and the attendance at mass
funerals of civic, religious and military dignitaries, amounted to a ‘politics of
burial’ (Noakes 2020, 175-185), dressing civilian loss in ritual, language and
symbols familiar from military remembrance. The Government thus sought,
selectively, dependent on propaganda value, the ‘pre-emptive’ management of
grief and bereavement (Noakes 2020, 232), as expertly deployed in the
aftermath of the bombing of Coventry in November 1940. Later analysis will
show, inconsistent stage-management of ‘heroic’ communal burial. In addition,
post-war, mass grave commemoration has left a questionable legacy of civilian

remembrance archaeology explored in a later section.

5.6 Dislocation and Distress

Official assessments of civil defence and social services (O’Brien 1955; Titmuss
1950) acknowledge that deaths were significantly lower than pre-war estimates
through a combination of mitigative methods and over-estimation of the
enemy’s airborne capability. Government, national and local, was therefore less
tested on the management of killed and injured than had been planned (1950,
239). The relative efficiency in dealing with the dead highlighted deficiencies in
management of the social problems of the living (Harrisson 1976, 24) to the
detriment of ‘reducing social distress and finding remedies for the general
disorder of life’ (Titmuss 1950, 239-240).

Poor anticipation and provision placed significant stress on authorities that were
universally slow to rise to the challenge; initial responses to property damage
and homelessness were overwhelmed by demand. Provision of basic
requirements of shelter, food and blankets was uncoordinated and vested in
dated attitudes and institutions. Harrisson suggests an overemphasis on death
and destruction left ‘little consideration for other, less obvious’ consequences of
‘confusion, anxiety, dislocation and distress’ (1976, 24). Titmuss deals with this
with uncharacteristic bluntness. He speaks of government incomprehension and
paralysis in the provision of social support. Imagination, planning and execution
failed the basic civilian test, to restore, after bombardment, basic needs of
‘shelter, food and warmth’ (1950, 239-240).
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Hilde Marchant’s stark assessment of shaken morale on arrival in Coventry in
November 1940 (Marchant 1941) earned faint praise as ‘relatively objective’
(Harrisson 1976,133). Her upbeat Daily Express front-page, reporting shattered
homes but stout ‘cockney’ hearts, on Monday, 9" September 1940, was
anything but (Marchant 1940). Her report, under government regulation, was
two days after the start of the London Blitz; to those on the receiving end, ‘Black
Saturday’. From late afternoon until the early hours, two raids, the first with 375
attackers and the second with around 250, had killed over 400 ‘cockneys’ and
seriously injured 1,600 (Ministry of Information 1942, 11-12). In these first days
of the Blitz, the plight of the bombed was largely obscured by reporting
limitations. These did not prevent derisive revelations (Daily Worker 1940)
although the paper’s consistent anti-government line led to suppression by
January 1941 (The Manchester Guardian 1941). A more subtle attack on
government handling of the Blitz was made by a campaigning journalist, Ritchie
Calder, in the New Statesman, an influential weekly magazine. On 215t
September, within two weeks of the start of the night offensive, he exposed the
lack of institutional understanding of bombing effects, supine local authorities
and damaging conflicts of departmental jurisdiction. He likened the resilience of
‘ordinary people’ to seasoned troops (1940, 276-78); fifty years later his son,
paid similar tribute (Calder 1991, 75).

Calder’s resounding critique, stridently out of tune with the ‘take it on the chin’
coverage of ‘popular’ newspapers (The New Statesman 2006), described
conditions hitherto kept from public knowledge (Luckhurst 2010). In three
pages, the dislocation and social breakdown of the early days of the Blitz is
unveiled, the consequences of institutional inaction evident in the unfolding of a
terrible tragedy on Agate Street, Canning Town. Hallsville School had been
requisitioned as a temporary rest centre, a place for a cup of tea and a
sandwich, not for crowds of frantic, displaced persons. The widespread damage
of ‘Black Saturday’ had left hundreds of families with nowhere to go. They were
tired and dirty, ‘bombed out’ of their homes, possessions and ration books; they
crowded into the school with its limited facilities to await transport away from
danger. Many had walked miles to different agencies vainly seeking help and
information. There were at least 600 people that should have been moved on

Sunday and Monday, but transport problems left them exposed in a heavily
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bombed district and in premises already badly damaged (Ramsey & Ramsey
2019, 126). Conditions were squalid and provision of basic food and blankets
had broken down; the Public Assistance Committee, a relic of Victorian Poor
Law administration, was unable to respond. In the early hours of 10th
September, the school received a direct hit with enormous loss of life.

Calder raged at the failure to avoid a tragic outcome that he had foreseen and
had vainly sought to prevent. His description of rescuers descending on ropes
into the school crater conveyed vividly the scale of the tragedy (Calder 1940,
276). Estimates of the dead vary widely. Carry on London, which expanded the
thesis of ordinary people stepping up in the absence of institutional support,
suggests a death toll of 450 (Calder 1941b, 57). This frankness is astonishing
as the worst phase of the Blitz had yet to conclude. The ‘official’ number of
dead, recorded by the CWGC, is 77, with many given a mass burial in the East
London Cemetery in Plaistow. Inevitably, such variation is accompanied by the
assertion that bodies were unrecovered. The scale of the disaster prompted
suppression of casualty estimates and occasioned high level attention; Churchill
visited the next day, the King and Queen on Friday 13™ after the Palace had
been damaged the same day. In a letter, the Queen spoke of ‘a school that was
hit and fell on top of the 500 people waiting to be evacuated-about 200 are still
under the ruins’ (Gardiner 2011, 40-41). Appendix 7 summarises the

remembrance of this tragedy and its understated post-war commemoration.

Calder’s exposure of the social service breakdown in East London has passed
into myth, its importance as a link in the chain, to a post-war welfare state and
national health service, explored in a recent film (Blitz: The Bombs That
Changed Britain 2017). Calder’s grandsons, Gideon and Simon, repeat the
‘utter lack of decency’ in the treatment of the displaced and the ‘barely
anticipated’ need for social provision (Calder 2017). Calder’s 1940 New
Statesman article was a powerful rendering of what ‘ordinary people’ endured,
the civilian experience of being ‘blitzed’, adding to the uncomfortable truths to
which the government was party through intelligence reports of public opinion
(Harrisson 1976, 327). The Government and the War Cabinet presumably felt
great discomfort at Calder’s public word-pictures of bloodied, tired, hungry and
angry people, transport failures and ultimate tragedy. Their secret briefing, just

hours after the tragedy (Ministry of Information 1940b), is brutally curt:
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‘Extreme nervousness of people rendered homeless at being herded
together in local schools with inadequate shelters. West Ham school
filled to bursting point from Saturday night onwards, blown up by H.E.

bomb with many casualties. This has caused great shock in district’.

Such briefings were prepared by Home Intelligence, a division of the Ministry of
Information, from many sources including submissions from Mass-
Observation’s national panel of diarists and observers, often directly
experiencing the bombing (Harrisson 1976, 13). Harrisson, one of the founders,
stayed with the M-O project throughout the war (Jeffery 1999 [1978]) and his
presentation of the Blitz is a narrative of actual experience, buoyed by a
conviction that truth and the ‘officially sponsored image of it’ are divergent. He
presented his 1976 book as a conflict of fantasy and reality (1976, 18), yet a
book about life experience in 1940-1941 Britain. Page by page, the voices of
the Mass-Observation archive distil into hardship, inadequate rest centres,
squalid, dangerous shelters, under-resourced repairs, shortage of food, heat
and a roof, unrelenting trekking from danger and then back to work. Strongly-
expressed views on the transacting of post-Blitz relief contrast sharply with
Government output. This is particularly evident in September 1940 where public
despondency (Mass-Observation 1940a, x-xii) is ignored in daily morale
briefings to ministers and civil servants which communicate a different
perspective. While there was policy and encouragement of managed
evacuation in 1940 (Samways 1995), self-preservation had forced many to
make their own move to safety and had decamped to stay with relatives outside
London; in Stepney, a borough of 225,000 people over half had gone (Mass-
Observation 1940a, 3). Government concern was with temporary population
shifts, the concept of trekking. On 9™ September, in heavily bombed areas,
‘there has been little sign of panic and none of defeatism’. However anxiety and
‘the chaos in domestic affairs’ resulted in ‘aimless evacuation’ to other places in
West London, an ‘exodus caused by greater fear than the actual circumstances
justify’ (Ministry of Information 1940a). History was repeating itself; ‘impromptu’
evacuations, as in 1917-1918 (Meisel 1994, 301; White 2014, 217-218), were

again making the Government uncomfortable.

The next day, 10" September, on the same page as the Hallsville School

tragedy, the briefing observed, rather obviously, ‘little evidence that these efforts
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to escape are due to defeatist feelings, but are simply because the people are
thoroughly frightened’ (Ministry of Information 1940b). Two days later, it
declared ‘morale is high: people are much more cheerful today’ yet ‘unofficial
walkout from dockside areas’ was continuing. ‘Apprehension’ is noted in
districts where rest centres ‘have been bombed with great loss of life’ (Ministry
of Information 1940c). The desperate conflation of good cheer and
apprehension underlines the extent to which dislocation and distress had

wrong-footed the Government.

Churchill, in a parliamentary debate in 1934, foresaw the dismal prospect of
millions of bombed-out civilians streaming into the rural hinterland of cities with
serious social ramifications (Meisel 1994, 316). This ‘nightmare vision’ came to
pass in 1940, not perhaps in millions, but in sufficient numbers to perturb the
authorities. Clearly trekking as an indicator of weakening morale was of concern
and it was government policy not to encourage it; as a result provision in the
reception areas was inadequate (Harrisson 1976, 168). The daily movement,
from a more sympathetic standpoint, reflected a balancing of safety with job
retention (Titmuss 1950, 312-313). This was observed as the motivation for
nightly trekking in Coventry, Plymouth and Southampton with perhaps the most
dramatic example arising from the destruction of Clydebank. Estimates suggest
that the town of 47000 people held barely 2000 of them at night, prompting the
mischievous observation, ‘where they all went to no one knew’ (1950, 312). In
fact, many went to reception centres in the hills north of the Clyde, vividly
described in a novel of a resourceful, homeless young girl on a quest to find her
displaced family (Reid Sexton 2011). These temporary ‘billets’ did not
discourage a return to work and MacLeod notes a strong recovery at John
Brown’s shipyard and the Singer factory, the two principal employers in
Clydebank (MacLeod 2011, 276). As much as ‘living in an open field’ meant
less than the loss of employment’ (Titmuss 1950, 312-313), other places, such
as Merseyside, were less sanguine; being forced to sleep on tarpaulins saw
morale fall to dangerous levels and ‘the grimness of the people has a menacing
note’ (Beaven & Thoms 1996, 202).

There is little doubt that the Government neither embraced nor managed
trekking in London before the Blitz moved to the provincial and port cities where

significant night-time forays out of town became the norm. The approach in
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London to the high casualty toll, displacement and trekking, relentlessly fed by
grass-roots reports, was, on 24" September 1940, to axe rigid rules on shelter
on the Tube network (Gregg 2001). The failings in the provision of aid to the
displaced was tackled through the appointment of a Special Commissioner for
the Homeless by the end of the month (Levine 2015, 32). Mass-Observation
welcomed the appointment of the Conservative MP, Henry Willink, but had
reservations about the extent of his remit with respect to housing (Mass-
Observation 1940a). In the event, Willink brought order and organisation to
London’s homeless crisis and established a housing repairs function which was
judged to have made good progress by November 1940 (Ziegler 1995, 127 &
154). Government liaison with voluntary stakeholders in social policy improved
under the new commission; by mid-1941 ‘post-raid services had to their credit
an impressive record of achievements’ (Titmuss 1950, 300), a statement whose

validity is reviewed later.

It might reasonably be expected that London’s harsh Blitz lessons in September
and October 1940 would assist in alleviating the civilian experience in provincial
cities. However, Harrisson lists the same failings in basic relief provision; from
food to blankets, from repairs to information, all were in limited evidence during
the winter of 1940-41 as one city after another was bombed (1976, 292-293). It
is unsurprising that lack of preparation should afflict civilians in the bombed
cities for that reflected a national failing, acknowledged earlier. Less easy to
comprehend is the absence of liaison between the London institutions,
centralised under Willink’'s Commission, and the regions, afflicted by
administrative disfunction of overlapping relief agencies and local authority
jurisdiction. As an example, the heavy raids on Plymouth saw extreme overnight
trekking into rural districts, estimated at 30,000, placing enormous and
unplanned strain on bombed civilians and those that received them (Harrisson
1976, 226-234). In Liverpool, the most heavily bombed area outside of London
(Appendix 3), Mass-Observation reports noted the ‘vehemence’ of civilian
reaction to inadequacies of local leadership, loss of confidence in public
shelters, absence of emergency feeding, power black-outs and transport
breakdown. Civilian ill-feeling, with morale verging on ‘a willingness to
surrender’ and rumours of the imposition of martial law came to a peak following
the 5 day Blitz of early-May 1941 (1976, 242-243). This was six months after
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similar experiences were endured in Coventry and outside government
assistance had there been swiftly mobilised to bolster morale for propaganda
purposes. It seems inconceivable, in retrospect, that no coordination, with an
aim of managing provincial morale through social relief, had been planned. It
demonstrates, what Titmuss observed, that each local council, its officials and
its citizens had first to experience a heavy raid before they could form any idea
of its consequences (1950, 306-7). Pressure on local authorities, lacking the
scale of London, mounted with damage concentrated on compact city centres.
Portsmouth lost its main commercial hub to incendiaries on 10" January 1941
(Portsmouth Evening News 2010 [1945]) while only 6,000 of the 93,000 homes
in Hull escaped bomb damage during the raids of March to July 1941 (Beaven
& Thoms 1996, 197). Clydebank’s destruction in March 1941 was extreme; it
took 800 men seven months to repair the damage (MacLeod 2011, 8). As seen,
in the contrast between Coventry and Liverpool, help from central government
was variable in extent and timing (Titmuss 1950, 306-307), not helped by
planning inadequacies. For each civilian killed, thirty-five were bombed-out of
houses either destroyed or made uninhabitable (1950, 328-329). Across Six
years of war, 2.25 million people were made homeless for at least a day; 1.4
million were in London. The pressure on rest centres, emergency feeding,
forced billeting, ‘always a degrading business’ (Beardmore 1984, 193),

relocation and emergency repairs is visible in data as of May 1941
107,000 rehoused
366,000 billeted
1,120,000 houses repaired

The numbers represent a record of achievement, of sorts, driven by need and
the unequivocal ‘magnitude’ of civilian distress and its alleviation (Titmuss 1950,
299-300). That some improvement was achieved, in partnership with voluntary
bodies and ‘ordinary’ people, confirms a measure of responsiveness to the
civilian plight. It speaks to the penchant, sometimes ascribed as uniquely
British, for ‘muddling through’, making-up policy and provision simultaneously,
under duress, trial and error over planning. This evolves into a positive
characteristic, a prominent facet of wartime myth in the post-war years (Calder
1991; Connelly 2004). Civilians on the receiving-end deserved structured
provision; positive connotations for them were illusory.
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5.7 Shelters

On the 9" of September 1940 an upbeat assessment of ‘cockney’ morale
appeared in the Daily Express (Marchant 1940). However, in Bethnal Green,
the trench shelters on Victoria Park were seriously over-crowded (Ziegler 1995,
116). An angry crowd, estimated at 5,000, attempted entry to the partially-
completed underground station. This was reported in the police daily war diary,
neatly hand-written in a cardboard-covered HMSO notebook. For metropolitan
London, it crisply notes 357 deaths, including 5 policemen, and 567 injuries;
morale is considered generally good with ‘uneasiness and some bitterness in
the East End ...". It dismisses the rushing of the tube as ‘order restored by
police and Home Guard’ (Metropolitan Police 1940). This event was unreported,
overshadowed perhaps by an incident at Liverpool Street where locked gates,
police and troops were no match for the crowd and their unruly scramble to the
platforms (Ziegler 1995, 116-117).

Within days of the bombing campaign, the public mood had turned and the
shelter policy, central to the Government’s civil defence measures, had been
challenged (Richards 2011). The Government approach, reflective of the
Baldwin ‘doctrine’ of the unstoppable bomber, had been temperamentally
fatalistic on the practicalities of maximum protection. For budgetary and political
reasons, it opposed an interventionist, socially-inclusive approach exemplified
by purpose-built, underground shelters for collective neighbourhood use (Meisel
1994, 301). Dispersed protection, largely in place by 1940, that avoided large
gatherings, seen as potential hotbeds of agitation and defeatism, had been
preferred (1994, 318).

Proponents, of a different political colour, informed by passive defence in the
Spanish Civil War, vigorously opposed the chosen path. The bombing of
Barcelona (1936-1938) was seen as ‘the laboratory of the science of aerial
bombardment’ (1994, 307) and protection of the public in bespoke shelters had
been observed in action by the eminent Professor, R.B. Haldane, who led
others in challenging government dispersal strategy (Haldane 1938, 162;
Langdon-Davies 1938; Macroberts 1938; Pons i Pujol 2008).

Ultimately, government persistence prevailed and civilian protection, as Britain
entered the war, has been assessed by Meisel (1994, 316) as coherent, if
conservative. O’Brien, however had been less guarded; provision of
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government-funded domestic air-raid protection, gas-masks and stirrup pumps
in large numbers ‘must be regarded [...] as revolutionary’ (O’Brien 1955, 171). It
soon transpired to be a short-lived revolution. The pre-planned gas protection
strategy (Ministry of Home Security 1938) had been effective in delivery of
safety equipment but had the unfortunate effect of diverting resources to the
detriment of management of prolonged incendiary attack (Overy 2013, 149).
Households struggled in the face of extensive property damage, failings in the
building standard of surface shelters and the length of enemy attack; bombers
were over parts of London for up to 8 hours during the first weeks of the Blitz.
Night-long exposure under the stairs, in a basement or an Anderson shelter,
was not sustainable. Effective against shrapnel and flying debris, dispersed
shelters were vulnerable to direct hits. In Kennington Park, Lambeth, on 15
October 1940 a bomb killed over 100 trench shelterers; 48 were recovered for
burial in Lambeth Cemetery. The remainder are thought to lie where the
damaged trench was filled-in, since 2006 marked with a memorial stone
(Pateman 2006).

Figure 7
Stone, Kennington Park, Lambeth. 2006. (IWM 2021/WMR 56675).

The civilian response has already in part been addressed; significant numbers
left altogether and many of those obliged to stay had recourse to the short-term

intra-city movements that troubled the Government. Many, where possible,
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sought the perceived safety of large communal spaces, initially informal and
opportunist (Mass Observation 1940a, 45-46), but soon brought under the
auspices of local authorities and voluntary groups. One example, an abandoned
underground station, St Mary’s, in Aldgate, was destroyed at ground level yet
functioned, as a Stepney Council shelter, throughout the war (BBC 2010; Mass
Observation 1940a, 48). Schools, church halls and ‘unhealthy railway arches’
were part of the informal adoption (O’Brien 1955, 507). Initially, these places
had irregular, uncontrolled entry and were unfit for prolonged stays, lacking
basic hygiene facilities. Even the Ministry of Information mentioned the early
squalor (1942, 67). The most notorious, the Tilbury, became London’s largest
shelter (O’Brien 1955, 507; Preston 2020).

The Commercial Road Goods Depot, demolished 1975, stood at the western
end of Whitechapel. Its Victorian origin as the terminus of the London, Tilbury &
Southend Railway explains its popular name (Smith 1979). In the early raids of
September 1940 shelterers moved into the lower levels, under cavernous
arches, shared with horses and margarine boxes; conditions were degrading
but users had little choice (Mass Observation 1940a, 46-48). Numbers grew
and the local authorities formalised the building as a shelter and over the next
few months developed its facilities. Its use peaked at 16,000 people and it
regularly held 10,000. It was bombed in November 1940, incurring significant
damage in its upper levels but this did not prevent extensive use throughout the
Blitz (Preston 2020). Calder (1941b, 40-41) visited in the early days, noting it
had fulfilled a similar purpose in WWI. American war correspondents Pyle
(1941) and Reynolds (1942) beat a path to the Commercial Road to report on
Britain’s ‘citizen warriors’ as did politicians and visiting delegations including the
US President’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt in 1942. Improvements coincided with
this trans-Atlantic charm offensive and attracted artists on ‘wartime duty’
including Ardizzone (Imperial War Museum 2020), Henry Moore (Ackroyd 2012)
and Rose Henriques (Ayad 2019).

The Tilbury evolved to demonstrate governmental action for its people, the
narrative burnished by touring reporters and politicians, its irregular origins and
disgusting conditions obscured. One person, however, could not forget what
residents experienced in September 1940. Articulate critique was filed by a

‘teenage working girl living in Stepney’ writing full-time for Mass-Observation
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(19404, 47), in their aim to study the ‘sociology of the largest underground
concentration of humans yet known’ (Preston 2020). Many years later, the
former teenager, Nina Masel, recalled ‘..a hell hole’, its overwhelming stench
from a lack of facilities. It was ‘an outrage that people had to live in these
conditions’ (Mack & Humphries 1985, 260). These conditions were typical of the
recourse to informal sheltering and a shelter in Spitalfields also gained
notoriety. Calder visited the basement of the Fruit and Wool Exchange on
several occasions noting the progress of a remarkable local optician, Mickey
Davies, who wrought significant improvements for the 2,500-5,000 regular

shelterers including bunks, medical care and sanitation (Calder 1941b, 43-45).

The Tilbury and Mickey’s Shelter exemplified local response to urgent demand
in September 1940 for shelter, the deeper the better, in which civilians had
confidence, shaken under the prolonged bombing that had challenged
dispersed security policy. Public pressure was soon applied to London’s
extensive underground rail network, the Tube, whose stations, providing ready

access to deep shelter, were closed for sheltering as the night raids started.

The underground had provided mass shelter in WWI, particularly during the
winter of 1917-18. Large numbers sought shelter during the so-called Harvest
Moon raids on five consecutive nights at the end of September 1917. Stations
such as Kings Cross, Elephant and Castle and Finsbury Park had between 5-
12,000 people packed on their platforms (Gregg 2001, 5) and, across the
system, up to 300,000 were sheltering by October. Road and foot tunnels at
Rotherhithe, Blackwall, Woolwich and Greenwich accommodated 50,000 by
early October in ‘primitive’ conditions (White 2014, 215- 218).

In 1934, Churchill, responded to air attack and its potential for catastrophic civil
terror with a view that ‘anything that can give us relief or aid in this matter will be
a blessing to all' (Meisel 1994, 316). This would seem to point to the adoption of
the underground system meeting many of the potential benefits of deep shelter,
without the over-concentration of the ‘Haldane’ approach. However, resistance
to opening the ‘tube system’ continued right up to the onset of the Blitz on a
pretext of avoiding transport disruption (Gregg 2001, 7). The Government saw
the Tube, like mass shelters, as potentially defeatist; a reluctance to leave on
the ‘all clear’ fostered by a ‘deep shelter mentality’ (Meisel 1994, 318). Rules
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were enforced by locked overnight gates as the first bombs fell on 7t
September 1940 ( Ackroyd 2012, 165-175).

The Government initially remained reluctant to reverse the policy, despite
evidence of the pressure imposed by long, heavy raids. In many places civilians
had subverted the policy by the simple pretext of buying a ticket (Gregg 2001,
4-19). The breaching of the gates at Liverpool Street (Ziegler 1995, 116-117)
was not opposed by the police presence while, at Bethnal Green, confrontation
was quietly managed. The policy was unsustainable and reversed eventually,
after weeks of heavy bombardment, by 25" September. The Tube soon
became the main shelter for beleaguered Londoners (Gregg 2001, 21-24).

The extent that citizens had taken the law into their own hands was exemplified
at Aldwych, packed-out each night for three weeks before it was officially
opened as a shelter (Farson 1941, 62). On average, the system sheltered
120,000 people in Autumn 1940 after peaking in late September at 177,000.
Overcrowding and welfare were addressed, following public pressure, by
December with bunk ticketing, feeding and sanitation improvements at 80
stations (Ackroyd 2012, 165-175; Gregg 2001, 21-24). The monochrome
photographs of Bill Brandt vividly convey the shelter experience of the Blitz
(Seaborne 1988). A particular incident has passed into folklore as an example
of inequality necessitating public exposure. On the 10" of September, the day
of the Hallsville bombing, activists from the East End, entered the Savoy Hotel,
and demanded access to the shelter; on the ‘All Clear’ they left peacefully
(Levine 2015, 56-57). The ‘occupation’ has come to represent how Communist
Party agitation changed policy and opened the ‘tubes’ (Gregg 2001, 18),
deserving of commemoration in its exposure of the ‘received narrative of the

Blitz' that speaks inaccurately to equal sacrifice and unity (Bambery 2017).

Soon after the opening of the Tube, evaluation of trench and surface shelter
design and construction was under way (O’Brien 1955, 505-506). Under
extreme blast conditions surface shelter collapse had cost lives and trenches
were susceptible to side collapse and rapid waterlogging, although they were
believed to be more popular, as they were below ground (Pateman 2006, 4-5).
Mass-Observation reported a rapid loss of confidence in them in September
1940. Improvements were effected between December 1940 and March 1941
(1955, 523-524). In 1985, Nina Hibbin, neé Masel, the teenage writer on the
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Tilbury, recalled her frustration with street shelters, informed by direct personal
experience (Chrisp 1987). Feeling that her critical input had been manipulated
in a Ministry of Information leaflet, positively promoting shelter safety, she and
Mass-Observation parted company (Hibbin 1985). Pressure on the Government
returned in 1941 with respect to large, underground, ‘bomb-proof” shelters.
Attentions of the ‘moderate press’ joined the pre-war voices and, in keeping with
the reactive nature of civilian policy, eight purpose-built deep shelters were
available from Spring 1942; with the passing of the main Blitz phase their use
as civilian shelters was limited (O’Brien 1955, 544).

Throughout this review, the primary motivation of sheltering civilians was
greater confidence as bombs fell, matching safety with reduced anxiety.
However, there were elements of British obduracy, later packaged to represent
a ‘romanticised’ Blitz spirit, which contributed to a higher level of casualties than
was necessary. Civilians died not just because of poor housing and shelter, but
because they took the risk of defying the bombs, eschewing public shelter for
staying at home (Overy 2020a). The underground system and the larger
informal shelters, while not unscathed, were spared what had befallen the mass
gathering at Hallsville School. There were casualties in October 1940, through
roof collapses, at Trafalgar Square (7) and Bounds Green (19). In October
1940, 60 died at Balham where a large crater sent a cascade of water and mud
onto the platform. In January 1941, a bomb fell into the booking hall at Bank
station causing over 100 fatalities (Gregg 2001, 78-82). However, the costliest
disaster took place where this review started, in Bethnal Green, the scene of the
‘riot’ in September 1940. In October 1940, the station had been officially opened
as a shelter for 5,000, an example of the underground system providing deep
shelter and managed facilities. The plan however was fatally compromised by a
single entrance and a narrow staircase. In March 1943, during an air raid alert,

173 people were crushed to death on the stairs.

5.8 Summary

The bombing of the British Isles during WWII destroyed cities and
neighbourhoods; people were rendered homeless, made dependent on a state
struggling to manage outcomes of the Blitz whose force and impact was, at
best, uncertain (Titmuss 1950, 3). Vulnerability to air attack had preoccupied

government planners since the 1920s and death, medical and hospital
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provision, property damage, destruction of infrastructure, homelessness and
destitution had all been modelled (Titmuss 1950, 12-22). Despite the
unpredictable outlook, there was a fixed point in the planning, an expectation
that people, en masse, would show weakness and irresolution under sustained,
high-casualty attack. Behaviours observed in WW!1 influenced that view,
perhaps disproportionately (1950, 16-19). A conclusion that the ‘moral effect of
air attack is out of all proportion to the material effect’ (O’'Brien 1955, 6),
diverted resources to civil mitigation, given that destruction of willingness to
fight-on could lose the war (Overy 2013, 23-26). This presumption manifested
itself in evacuation, gas protection and air raid measures which, noted earlier,
were ‘well advanced’ by 1940. Social post-raid provision was less advanced
and a clear link between well-being and morale appears, at best, to have been
misunderstood, with the serious failings outlined above.

A recurring theme in this review of civilian experience has been the
‘militarisation’ of their status, from low expectations of their ability to match their
combatant counterparts to the soldierly virtues they displayed in their
experiencing of bombing. Titmuss and two Calders (1950, 1940 and 1991) have
used military metaphors in praising civilian resilience while Harrisson observed
that their ‘maybe monumental’ achievement ‘did not let their soldiers or leaders
down’ (1976, 281). Resulting from the blurring of front lines, civilian warrior
epithets earned equality in state-sponsored books of remembrance and burial
under national flags. The ascription of equality is less easily assimilated in the
experiences of those bombed-out of home and neighbourhood, distressed and
bereaved, shabbily treated and poorly served.

A Government priority, as it prepared for war, was the nurturing of the civilian
spirit as soldiers in a front line. This review has questioned whether Blitz
planning ever matched this aim to arm them with the means and morale to
mitigate the anticipated bombardment. The post-Blitz experiences that civilians
in London and the provinces endured between September 1940 and June 1941
confirmed a significant gulf between governmental wishful thinking and social
provision. A daily intelligence briefing of Tuesday 10" September 1940
observed that civilians ‘are beginning to feel, and are being referred to, as
“soldiers in the front line”, everything should be done to encourage this opinion

of themselves, to be made to feel that their friends and relations had died for
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their country, in the same sense as if they were soldiers, sailors or airmen’. This
statement appeared on the same day as the Hallsville School tragedy; even if
the enormity of its 450 rumoured dead had not been confirmed, this remains a
note of crashing insensitivity (Ministry of Information 1940b). Whether
encouragement of front line status positively influenced the public huddled in
inadequate, filthy rest centres and shelters, beset by nightly bombing, is fanciful.
The briefing also floats the idea of civilian burial with military honours:
‘it might be a small but extremely telling point if, for instance, the dead
were buried with Union Jacks on their coffins, or if the Services were
represented at their funerals. Attentions of this kind would undoubtedly
mean much at the moment’ (Ministry of Information 1940b).
Empathy deficit aside, this suggestion became Ministry of Health policy,
reiterated in circulars to burial authorities (Rugg 2004, 154). The note and its
timing suggest the distance between the public and their ‘masters’ on matters of
morale and endurance, on what it meant to be civilian in distress. Thankfully,
over a matter of months the gross failings of the initial post-Blitz response were
ameliorated, helped in part by improvisation at grass-roots level (Calder 1941a;
Mass-Observation 1940a) between collaborative voluntary institutions, local
churchmen and ‘ordinary people’ (Calder 1941b, 53-61). September to
December 1940 was a time of adaptation to the challenges of intensive
bombing, with civilians demonstrating a ‘slow and steady acclimatization’ to life
under bombardment’ (Harrisson 1976, 66). Titmuss professes astonishment
that post-Blitz relief, ‘under attack, poorly conceived, under-funded’, was
delivered to London’s credit. Perhaps from a perspective of 1950, post-blitz
‘achievements’ can be claimed, and yet it took the best part of the war to
improve beyond a philosophy of ‘demoralised, panic-stricken crowds’
confronting institutions which ‘had declared blankets to be a luxury for those
whose homes had crashed [...] around them’ (1950, 300-303). There was
nothing military in the proficiency and provision of post-bombing treatment;
these were ‘plain and humdrum’ problems (1950, 327).
This thesis contends that viewing civilians through a military lens subverts the
remembrance of their Blitz experience. In conferring honour and sacrifice to
indignity, inequality and indifference, the dead, the deprived and the distressed
are denied a voice. In this process, part unwitting and part manipulated, the

seeds of the Blitz narrative as it has evolved were sown. What happened to
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civilians under fire, beyond any claim of progress and achievements, was that
almost 70,000 died and thousands of others had their lives transformed amid
second-rate treatment; this is the secret history of the Blitz, not a catalogue of
the less wholesome (Levine 2015). Acknowledging it, does not deny resilience
and endurance, these are unchallengeable outcomes of the People’s War; the
British were bombed-out and endured (Calder 1991, 120). However, the first
aim of this chapter was to identify aspects of the civilian experience, obscured
in modern discourse, which contrast with the simplicity of a Blitz narrative that
selects only resilience and spirit for political purposes. A second aim was to
provide a context for the commemorative outcomes of civilian remembrance

and activism addressed in the chapters that follow.
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6. MONUMENTS & MEMORIALS

‘Memorials be they imposing structures in bronze within large cities or small
rough-hewn crosses from local stone on village roadsides, are the most public
component of the material culture of war remembrance and occupy a space

between the public and the private’.
Moriarty in The Material Culture of Great War Remembrance (1999, 654-655).

6.1 Introduction

The thesis, to this point, has presented aspects of the civilian Blitz experience
as a counter-narrative to its evolved, mythologised version. Chapter 4
demonstrated that the experience of living and dying under enemy
bombardment became increasingly elusive and historically misunderstood,
obscured by what might be described as a ‘collective memory’, the concept
critiqued in Chapter 2. At this juncture, the thesis seeks to place civilian
contested remembrance, beyond analysis of its narrative form and experiential

contrasts, into its context of war memory and commemoration.

It has already been noted that, with over 90,000 memorial records of a
predominantly military character, the visibility of civilian commemoration,
particularly in the context of the divergence of the narrative paths of the Blitz, is
challenged. The extent and nature of that challenge is explored in later
chapters which explore civilian remembrance, its commemorative actors and its
material in selected contexts in London, Portsmouth and Bath. In this chapter,
the national context of remembrance, the institutions that help to define it and

the place of Blitz remembrance within it are explored.

6.2 Defining Memorials

The framework of memory investigated earlier defined key concepts to be

applied in defining the role of memorials:

Remembrance: actions that perpetuate memories.

Commemoration; outcomes of remembrance.

The pursuit of remembrance is testing, an unequal struggle of competing
stories, waiting to be told from personal and collective recollection, challenged
by time and processes; funding, planning, activist consensus and public and
institutional support are all in evidence in the cases analysed later. The contest

presents itself in the meaning of an act of remembrance, difference in intended
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and received understanding and the relevance and engagement of its
commemoration. The contesting of remembrance is present in the wording of

the theoretical construct, reviewed in Chapter 2 (Ashplant et al 2000, xi):

Contested Remembrance: “...the contestation of meaning that occurs
within and between the different forms and the (unequal) struggle to
install particular memories at the centre of a cultural world, at the

expense of others which are marginalised & forgotten’.

Notwithstanding the trials and challenges of bringing ‘memories’ to the world,
there is evidence, certainly in Britain, that memorialisation has never been more
popular, with the exception of the years immediately following WWI. Memorials,
in all forms, material and virtual, are installations of memories, commemorative
outcomes of acts of remembrance, by all levels of society, from individuals often
acting with others in a collective enterprise, hence com-memoration, through to
places and events where the nation, as it were, stands together in memory of
those who have passed in conflict. From the Cenotaph to the humblest plague,
memorials mark actions which reflect an urge for public remembrance, to record
events and the people caught in them, not only ‘in memoriam’, but also to
inform those that interact at the point of remembrance that they are now party to
that history (Maltman 2001; Moriarty 1999, 653-655).

Not all commemorative outcomes will have durable interactions or fulfil the
ambitious intentions of their creators. Nonetheless, the contesting continues;
Winter has described the last quarter of the 20™ century as a ‘boom’ time,
reflecting the influence of anniversaries and a myriad of personal, collective and
national motives (2006, 1). Thus the pattern of centuries continues. War
memorials can be traced to antiquity (Borg 1991, xi) but it was in the years after
WWI that their numbers on European battlefields (Coombs 1986) and in Britain
grew so significantly, as Borg observes, continuing ‘the biggest communal arts
project ever attempted’ (1991, ix). Throughout the country, cities, towns and
villages remember their war dead through some form of public memorial (Aslet
2012; Mclintire 1990, 10). This outcome reflected the anguish of the losses of
the Great War and was urgently pursued in the first decade after 1918 as
communities, amid some peer pressure, vied to respect their dead without delay
(Boorman 1995, 1). In 1945, after six years of war, amid concern over cold-war

conflict, the same intensity of commemoration was missing. Words of
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remembrance were added to existing memorials; Boorman suggests this is how

the majority of the WWII dead are commemorated (1995, 1).

The memorial definitions of two national databases, the first with a mission to
record and the second with a curation role, establish the boundaries of a vast
record of remembrance. The War Memorials Register (WMR) was conceived in
1988 to build a comprehensive memorial record. It was commissioned in 1989,
as the United Kingdom National Inventory of War Memorials (UKNIWM), by the
then Director of the Imperial War Museum (IWM), Alan Borg, with funding
support from the Leverhulme Trust (Boorman 1995, 1). The project ran
originally outside the auspices of the IWM but was soon moved in-house to
manage a rapid growth in submissions from the general public and volunteers.
The original UKNIWM mission was primarily an art historical survey to promote
the appreciation, use and preservation of war memorials (Furlong et al 2002).

The inventory defined a war memorial as:

‘any tangible object commemorating those killed in or as a result of

military service, including civilians’.

Every kind of memorial is recorded with the exception of CWGC grave markers.
Names on private graves, particularly of family members missing in action, are
included (2002, 3). The project covers all conflicts; beyond the majority
commemorating WWI and then WWII, there are entries from the Napoleonic
War, Crimea, Zulu and Boer Wars, the Irish Troubles, the Falkland Islands

Conflict and recent engagements in the Middle East.

From its early iteration in art history, recording figurative and other sculptural
styles, the database evolved to reflect the variety of memorial forms being
observed (2002, 5). The inventory was compiled from thousands of site surveys
conducted by up to 500 volunteers; by 2001 the database held 47,000 records.
In November of that year the database was launched on a public access
terminal in the IWM. A few years later, UKNIWM was renamed the War
Memorials Archive and from October 2014, it attained its present title, War
Memorials Register, when over 65,000 records were migrated to a new
computer database (C. Brogan, Project Manager, War Memorials Register, pers
comm. 20" April 2020). The number of records continues to grow rapidly,
standing at over 90,000 as at November 2021, fuelled by significant
anniversaries, particularly the Great War centenary. There are 65 remote and
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21 office-based volunteers, each working from an online handbook, to assist in
the recording of memorial description, inscription, location, materials, condition,
craftsmen, architects, unveiling ceremonies, references and further information
about those commemorated. From tentative steps in 2001, the online records
are now freely available on a public database (Imperial War Museum 2021).
Recent enhancements to recording software permit the names on memorials to
be uploaded as well as photographs. The current WMR definition of a memorial

has adapted to acknowledge those returning safe and the inclusion of animals:

'‘Any physical object erected to commemorate both those killed in, or as a
result of war, and those who served and returned alive. This includes

memorials to civilian casualties and animals'.

The second national database, War Memorials Online, with over 40000 entries,
is operated by War Memorials Trust (WMT), a UK charity formed to register and
protect war memorials. They estimate that there are over 100,000 UK war
memorials, many of them ‘treasured’ as others deteriorate with aging,
weathering, neglect and, regrettably, vandalism. WMT’s ambition is the
preservation of every memorial and the memory of the individuals recorded,
‘from past or present conflict, civilian or service personnel’ (War Memorials

Trust 2020). Founded in 1997, its definition states that a memorial is:
A sign of remembrance; preserving the memory of a person or thing.
Any object can be considered a war memorial:

‘... if the inscription and/or purpose behind the creation or erection of the

object links it to the remembrance of a war or conflict'.

WMT (2020) adds that memorials can commemorate individuals and groups,
those who die in action, in wartime accidents, from ‘friendly’ fire and of wounds
or disease during or subsequent to a conflict. Further, they can commemorate

those who served and survived. They note that;

‘civilians involved in or affected by a conflict or war can also be

commemorated as can animals' .

The definitions of both memorial registers reflect the changes in the nature of
war and its extension to a civilian ‘front line’. The awkwardness of language,
which links civilians with animals, is unfortunate, sounding a note of discord in

the national narrative of wartime unity.
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Analysis of data from the War Memorials Register reveals the dominance of

Great War remembrance:

Conflict 2001 2020

First World War 29,863 63,032
Second World War 16,346 31,844
WWII Civilians 445 2,050
WWI Civilians 0 663

The success of memorial data-gathering has doubled the register in 20 years. A
review of memorial form, below, points to the importance of names added to
gravestones, assiduously added by a cadre of dedicated volunteers. In 2020
these names accounted for over 20% of the material record. In this sense, the
register remains true to its founder’s belief that ‘war memorials are about the
deaths of individuals whether a single tomb or a seemingly endless list of

names carved on a wall’ (Borg 1991, 142).

The WMR recording guidelines permit a wide array of material descriptions
ranging from huge structures to small plaques, from Holy Communion cups to

chalk landscape figures. However five categories account for 90% of the record:

Board, Plaque or Tablet 36,786
Gravestone Addition 19,014
Crosses, Stones, Obelisks 9,645
Church Fabric, Windows 8,917
Rolls of Honour 6,505

There is an enormous variation of style, size, prominence and geographical
spread within each of these groups, a catalogue of conflict commemoration, and
a repository of history, which is local and inclusive. Many of these artefacts of
remembrance carry just a few names and hold meanings particular to a family,
community, work group, hamlet, village or town. They are known to the
particular community or family within it but have a limited wider significance,
other than a brief mention on a register. Nonetheless, each of the 90,000 recalls
an aspect of past conflict, the remembrances that Halbwachs saw as binding,

one to others, a catalogue of war memory in every corner of the country.
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6.3 Commonwealth War Graves Commission

The multitude of personal and community memorials stands alongside icons of
British and Commonwealth collective remembrance established in the period of
national mourning after WWI. The Cenotaph, the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior
in Westminster Abbey and the monuments of the Commonwealth War Graves
Commission (CWGC) are places of memory for the nation, continuing an
unchanged role since their inception. Stimulated by the WWI centenary years,
the war graves, cemeteries and monuments of the Western Front are
increasingly popular (CWGC 2021a) and are the public face of the CWGC'’s
work across a vast commemorative estate. This operation is supported by
extensive records which contribute to the mission it has held, since the first

Royal Charter, the commemoration of the nation’s war dead, with equal honour.

The fallen are commemorated in physical books of remembrance, the Debt of
Honour Register, retained in the CWGC headquarters archive in Maidenhead
and displayed in various ways in places like Westminster Abbey, Edinburgh
Castle and in Commonwealth capitals across the world. The register honours
the 1.7 million men and women of the Commonwealth forces who died in both
World Wars. It is the culmination of a century of immense achievement in
rescuing, from the chaos of battle, the information to honour each of the fallen,
as an individual. At the touch of a few keys, these days, a family member’s
record can be summoned from the freely-accessible database (CWGC 2021a)
which sits over a huge repository of data, millions of notes and transcripts from
conflict zones, correspondence with bereaved families, grave stone inscriptions,
maintenance records, details of landscaping and planting. Serious historical
inequalities in commemoration were exposed several years ago and are now

being addressed with candour and a reparation plan (CWGC 2021b).

Fabian Ware, whose vision and persistence established the Commission and
drove it forward, during the twenties and thirties, continued to lead the
organisation in WWII. He quickly realised that powers, extended by Charter in
1940 to WWII military casualties, would require further extension, if civilians, the
‘deliberate slaughter of whom’ had created a new category of war victim, were
to be commemorated under the same guiding principle of equal honour (CWGC
2020a). On 18™ September 1940, 10 days after the first night raid on London,
Ware, in a letter to the Prime Minister, argued for the changed status of civilians
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and requested extra powers to start registering names (Ware 1940). Churchill’s
response, on 10" October, repeated the fear that civilian casualties could yet
exceed service deaths, and supported name collection. He was firm in not
promising any form of government commitment (Churchill 1940). Ware
consistently placed great value on the morale benefit of naming the dead and
provision of a record for the bereaved. The demands placed on them in the
unfolding Blitz required their ‘consent’ and promoted a need to be valued
(CWGC 2020b). A Supplemental Charter was granted in January 1941,
declaring that:

‘provision should be made for honouring and perpetuating the memory of
those in whatever walk of civilian life that may die’ (Imperial War Graves

Commission 1941).

The charter supplement was limited to the compilation of casualty lists and did
not extend, and has not since, to cemeteries, cenotaphs or gravestones. The
name-gathering was an enormous undertaking, running alongside the
compilation of service honour rolls. The effort, shouldered by a small team,
included liaison with local authorities and cross-checking of thousands of next-
of-kin records and addresses. The painstaking, manual recording produced a
roll, by early 1942, of over 43,000 civilians who had died before September
1941; the main phase of the Blitz in London and the provinces had been
deemed over by May 1941 (Ministry of Information 1942). Ware’s vision was
made achievable through the application of the peace-time bureaucracy of
death registration, deployed effectively during the war, under the local
government structure of civil registration (Rugg 2005). Calder observed oddly,
as a compliment to ‘ordinary’ people, that their roll of honour had been compiled

before war started, by the Registrar General (1941b, xiv).

At the time the roll was heading for completion, plans for future publication and
display had not been fully determined. Ware’s aim was for the four volumes,
ready in 1942, to be displayed in Westminster Abbey, the consideration of
civilians, alongside their service colleagues, symbolised in a location close to
the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior. In this he was to be frustrated by Herbert
Morrison, the Home Secretary, and his insistence on no public access until the
war had ended. For Morrison, morale was less at risk in limited disclosure, the

antithesis of Ware’s vision. Ware’s persistence, relentless lobbying and calling-
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in of favours is on display, in the CWGC'’s archives, in the Maidenhead office.
However, in keenly contested, but unfailingly polite, correspondence, Morrison
won the day (Morrison 1942; Ware 1942). The rolls were received by the Abbey
in 1942 but not permitted for display, although they were available for
consultation at CWGC offices in London and Edinburgh.

Ware, who died in 1949, did not see the culmination of the Commission’s work;
the completed list, in seven volumes, for the whole war. Six red, leather-bound
books, were handed to the Dean and Chapter by The Duke of Gloucester,
President of the Imperial War Graves Commission, at a short ceremony, on
21st February 1956; a seventh volume was added to the showcase in 1958
(Westminster Abbey 2021). This modest artefact, dwarfed by surrounding
monuments, stands, as hoped by Ware, at the western end of the Abbey, close

to the Unknown Watrrior, the tradition of turning a page observed ever since.

Figure 8

Civilian Roll of Honour, Showcase, Westminster Abbey.

From uneasy beginnings and testing negotiations, Ware’s vision, for civilians to
be ranked, alongside the military in equal honour, had been fulfilled. The display
case is the public manifestation of the Roll of Honour of Civilian War Dead, a
record of the loss of almost 70,000 British and Commonwealth citizens to
enemy action, ‘a remarkable but little known commemorative treasure’ (CWGC
2020a).
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The roll of honour is arranged by county and then by local government area.
The lists are then alphabetical by surname with address, place of death and
family relationship. This detail, visible for over twenty years through an online
searchable database (M. Greet pers.comm 21 May 2020), ensures an
acknowledgement, of the civilian dead, no less than that accorded to military
dead and missing. Each online entry links to a personalised, condolence page
in the form of a commemorative certificate; the days of postal requests, for

individual entries, for half-a-crown (12.5p), are long gone.

The Roll of Honour represents the central, permanent memorial that Ware had
aimed for. In a draft press release, in late 1942, the Commission observed that
the form of commemoration for civilian war dead, at the war’s end, ‘could not be
foretold’ (Imperial War Graves Commission 1942). However, by July 1943, the
expectation was that the ‘present war’ would be remembered on an allied war
memorial day, yet to be determined (Chettle 1943). The Civilian War Dead Roll
of Honour was never intended to be the unforetold commemoration, the one
national, all-encompassing monument to civilian sacrifice in Britain. It is a
position gained by default; nothing better conveys the enormity of the civilian
death toll. The Roll of Honour is a magnificent achievement, a trusted pillar of
state recognition and performs an important function as a place of memory, for
such as an individual tracing a family member or a researcher checking names
on a war memorial. In common with the 6,000 or so other rolls and books,
recorded by the WMR, it is a gateway to research, quiet reflection and personal
memory rather than a route to remembrance; under glass cases, in church
alcoves, on library walls and in illuminated scripts, access and engagement are
distanced, individual and largely private. An expectation of a role in national
collective remembrance, ‘what groups of people try to do when they act in
public to conjure up the past’ is hence unrealistic (Winter 2006, 5). The CWGC
nonetheless plays an enormous role in war remembrance; through its vision

and efforts, it accommodated the memory of civilians into its military catalogue.

Conscious that the general public are unaware of their work, not least with
respect to the civilian role, CWGC has stepped-up public engagement, on social
media platforms, encouraging regional volunteer groups and opening a
memorial experience in France. In 2020, eighty years after the start of the Blitz,

an excellent live talk sought to correct any misapprehension that they stand only
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for big memorials and military gravestones by emphasizing the Civilian Roll of
Honour (CWGC 2020b). A short essay on the continuing work of the CWGC

and its management of a growing interest in commemoration is in Appendix 8.

This site of universal civilian commemoration highlights the absence of any
other national acknowledgement of the Blitz and its consequences, an absence
reinforced in a post-WWII memorial hiatus, explored next, before analysis of
more recent monumental investment, in which opportunities were presented,

but not taken, for civilian recognition.

6.4 National Remembrance

The Commonwealth war narrative in material, monumental form since WWI is
unmatched in London, its main home, the centre of Empire. A walk from
Whitehall, the Cenotaph and Haig’s equestrian statue, to Hyde Park Corner
passes Canadian, Australian and New Zealand memorials and ends with the
Royal Artillery Memorial and, nearby, the Machine Gun Corps Memorial
(English Heritage 2014; Jack 2012; Siddall & Clements 2013).

Monument and memorial have so far been used interchangeably to describe
objects performing a commemorative function. Although this is debated in the
final chapter, in the light of the thesis analysis in Chapters 7-11, it is pertinent at
this point to echo Young and suggest that ‘monuments’, in popular discourse,
speak to a grandeur and scale that transcends ‘memorials’ (2017, 14). This
contextualises new British architectural statements, born in something of a 215t
century ‘memory boom’, a term coined for the ‘long shadow’ of war and
genocide remembrance in the latter part of the last century (Winter 2006, 1).
New memorialisation has flourished (Gough 2008, 329) as perceptions of
Britain’s identity and its place in the world have infected an uneasy national
mood, particularly with respect to relations with Europe (D’Ancona 2018; Jones
2014; O’'Toole 2019). These monuments created the necessary conditions for
funding, state encouragement and popular support. A moment that had passed

in 1945 had taken over 50 years to be redressed, in the millennial decades.

They commemorate everything from animals in war to the Iraq & Afghanistan
conflicts. The conjunction of anniversaries (Marshall 2004, 37) and campaigning
by ex-service groups, from the RAF in particular, gained popular and

government support. Some share an overdue re-negotiation of neglected war

116



histories which points to a memorial quietus, in the uncertain years of social
reconstruction, when ambition was conflicted by austerity. There is a view that
reticence, eschewing ‘public triumphalism’, left London, with a limited WWII
memorial culture (Kerr 2001, 75-87).

It might have been otherwise, for there is evidence of animated discussion, from
the end of the main phase of the Blitz in 1941, about the expected form of post-
war remembrance. While still under aerial threat, eminent people foresaw the
post-war disappearance of traces of the Blitz. They understood that it would be
memorials that enabled the sacrifice of people and their cities to be known and
recalled (The Architectural Press 1945, 4). There were however signs that the
urge to memorialise would differ from the sentiment that drove mass
remembrance after WWI. Civic authorities were giving early consideration to the
management of war-damaged houses, shops and streets, prioritising the
effacing of the painful legacy of war, a past better forgotten through urban re-
birth (Clapson & Larkham 2013, 1; Fergusson 2011[1973]; The Proud City: A
Plan for London 1946). Memorably, the Dean of St Paul’s, welcoming the
opportunity to rebuild the devastation surrounding his church, said that failure to
make the [city] worthy, of the spirit of those who fought, would see posterity rise

up and ‘curse us for unimaginative fools’ (The Architectural Press 1945, 3).

Archived memoranda and correspondence of the Imperial War Graves
Commission (IWGC) shows that a number of forms of remembrance were
under discussion in July 1943 with, among others, the Metropolitan Public
Gardens Association (MPGA), whose preference was a general appropriation of
bombed sites as gardens of remembrance. An IWGC file note found the
prospect of ‘a multiplicity of stunted, separate commemorative monuments at
home’ alarming. Their assumption, presumably reflecting the general tenor of
remembrance considerations at the time, was that new sets of town and village
obelisks were unlikely and the ‘preservation of ruins, as such, was not to be
encouraged’. The note further anticipated that ‘the average municipality’, would
seek civilian commemoration, by name, at the cemetery communal graves,
marked by screen walls (Chettle 1943). This turned out to be an accurate

forecast of the institutional approach which is analysed in Chapter 7.

Evidence of further influence by IWGC is seen in their participation in surveys

and discussions with other prominent religious, architectural and heritage
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bodies (Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and
Commerce 1944). This forum was well-established by the end of 1944, leading
to the establishment of a War Memorials Advisory Council (Royal Society of
Arts 1944) which ultimately supported an imperial WWII memorial, albeit not
necessarily in monumental form. There was a growing sense that the repetition
of the memorialisations of WWI would find little public support. A Mass-
Observation bulletin confirmed that its correspondents deprecated the ‘cold,
stone’ of WWI memorials and supported more ‘useful’ means of remembering
(Mass-Observation 1944).

The desire for practical remembrance characterises another attempt to
establish a national war memorial, one ‘better than any work of art’. Proposed
by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Hugh Dalton, in 1946, a national land fund
of £50m, from the sale of war surplus, was set-aside to acquire land ‘dedicated
to the memory of the dead, and to the use and enjoyment of the living, for ever’
(Wilson 1994). Despite its grand memorial vision, the Land Fund became mired
in politics and diversion of funds (Borg 1991, 141; Rickwood 1987, 15-23) and it
was never to fulfil its lofty aims. The War Memorials Advisory Council also failed
to gain traction for its desired national memorial; by 1947, post-war priorities lay
elsewhere and the memorial debate, despite its broad-base and good
intentions, came to a halt; the appetite and resources for a national memorial
and memorial day had dissipated (Royal Society of Arts 1947); the moment for
the national memorialisation of WWII had passed (Mass-Observation 1947).

British post-war realities had intervened to constrain public remembrance, both
military and civilian. Utilitarian memorials, robustly preferred by Mass-
Observation’s writers panel (1944) and in the advisory committee’s
deliberations (Royal Society of Arts 1944) also fell victim to changed post-war
priorities and account for just 2607 records, about 3%, of the War Memorials
Register. In a colourful passage, Noakes suggests the ‘messy, destabilising and
sometimes destructive feeling of grief was no more allowed to disrupt the
postwar than it was wartime; a society that was reconstructing itself, looking
forward, had little space to look back and mourn the dead’ (2020, 258).

6.5 Twenty-First Century Memorialisation

The recent wave of extravagant public commemoration, coinciding with the

narrowing of public Blitz narratives, began with consideration, in the 1980s, of a
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central location for national remembrance. This was achieved with the
establishment of the National Memorial Arboretum (NMA), on a 150-acre site at
Alrewas, Staffordshire, in 2001. NMA is a UK registered charity, linked to the
Royal British Legion. As a destination for over 300,000 visitors a year its
mission ensures that:
the unique contribution of those who have served and sacrificed is never
forgotten, the baton of Remembrance is passed on through the
generations and there is a year-round space to celebrate lives lived and
commemorate lives lost’ (National Memorial Arboretum 2021).

The centrepiece of the NMA is the Armed Forces Memorial, built from one
thousand tonnes of Portland Stone, occupying a man-made tumulus, with walls
that commemorate personnel lost, on active service, since the end of WWII.
Unveiled by the Queen, in 2007, it is an active memorial with space for
additional names. Radiating from the central mound are tree-lined paths and
glades where the NMA hosts over 400 memorials representing organisations,
largely related to war and conflict, many inspired by their ex-service
communities. These include emergency services, charities and a small range of
civil groups such as peace and accident campaigners (National Memorial
Arboretum 2021). The Arboretum, in permitting non-conflict commemoration, is
a holistic place of mourning and more than a dedicated war memorial estate
(Williams 2014, 76-77). The NMA’s constitution is inclusive and places
emphasis on ‘those who served or sacrificed for the nation’. It aspires to be
‘where the nation remembers’, although it has yet to provide a home for a
dedicated civilian memorial. It does, however, host remembrance of those
whose original place of commemoration has disappeared. For example, the
memorial to 16 Watney’s Brewery public house tenants, lost to enemy action
(IWM 2021/WMR 51069), has a home following demolition of its original site.

London, wryly described as already ‘full of memorials’ (Jack 2012), is however
where the memory boom is most visible, capitalising on a collective appetite for
remembrance of certain national narratives. The Animals in War monument,
dominating a traffic island on Park Lane, was unveiled in 2004 to coincide with
the 90" anniversary of WWI; over £2m was swiftly raised from prominent
benefactors and public contributions (Animals in War Memorial Fund 2021).

Recognition of the vast numbers of animals deployed in war found popular
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support, for a place in London’s memorial repertoire, although its rationale was
guestioned by the Peace Pledge Union (2009, 23). The raising of the money for
an elaborate and attractive monument, with its prominent portrayal of horses
and other pack animals in WWI, demonstrates its importance in the order of

contested remembrance priorities.

It was followed in 2005 by recognition of the participants in the Battle of Britain,
on the Victoria Embankment, opposite the former Air Ministry building, next to
the 1923 RAF Memorial; 3,000 names are inscribed on a striking memorial wall,
from which life-size bronze figures of ‘scrambling’ pilots break-out (Battle of
Britain London Memorial 2021). At a cost of £2 million, it fulfils a similar role to
that of the National Memorial to the Few at Capel-Le-Ferne, Kent, dating from
1993 (The Battle of Britain Memorial Trust 2021). These memorials, albeit from
different organisations, continue the avid public recognition for the Few which
started soon after the war with a dedicated window in Westminster Abbey.

However, this tribute was not extended to aircrew of Bomber Command for
whom a small window in Lincoln Cathedral, in the early 1950s, had to suffice.
Bomber Command’s bravery and high casualty rate were facts lost to public
narrative as disquiet, over the policy of indiscriminate bombing of Germany,
jarred with the country’s own heroic civilian narrative. Ritchie Calder, critical of
retaliatory bombing strategy, to force unconditional surrender, cited the resilient
civilian experience in London, to suggest it was misplaced to expect the moral
collapse of German citizenry (1965). Left-out of post-war myth formation (Calder
1991, 41-43), frustrated aircrew veterans organisations saw deliberate attempts
to avoid appropriate recognition. Arthur Harris was not awarded, as other
service chiefs, a post-war peerage and his ‘elevation’ to a plinth in front of the
RAF’s adopted church, St Clement Dane’s, in 1992, was four years after Fighter
Command’s chief, Dowding (Gough 2008, 329). Controversy, because of
repugnance at the carnage of Hamburg and Dresden (Heitmann 1990, 1-27;
Overy 2013, 391-396), dogged the efforts for a memorial in London (Moore
2012) in recognition of the aircrew whose bravery merited public acclaim, even
if their ‘misguided’ leaders did not (Overy 2012). Eventually, a memorial was

erected with the assistance of prominent donors and vigorous campaigning.

The Bomber Command Memorial was unveiled by the Queen in 2012, in Green

Park, close to Hyde Park Corner (Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund 2021).
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Massive bronze effigies of an RAF bomber aircrew stand on a huge plinth within
a classical Portland Stone colonnade. The monument’s size reflects the
command's ‘noble sacrifice’ of almost 58,000 casualties. Its location keeps
honourable company, with those clustered around the Wellington Arch, in a
remarkable transition from obscure recognition to monumental prominence. Its
scale and style have been characterised, perhaps unkindly, as ‘amnesiac
classical’ and criticised for lacking nuance, with the hope of ‘some recognition of
moral complexity, some regret’ left unfulfilled (Moore 2012). Words, high up on
a frieze, indirectly address this, inviting onlookers to 'remember all those,
everywhere, who are casualties of air warfare'. It is debatable whether these
words are sufficient acknowledgement of ‘all the dead cities’ (Grayling 2006);
nevertheless, they represent, by default, an acknowledgement of civilian dead
in a city where, this thesis argues, there is only ineffective or indirect
recognition, beyond that enshrined in the Roll of Honour. The memorial is
ambivalent since its scale amounts to a public confrontation of the critics of the
allied bombing offensive, and by extension its crews (Grayling 2006), and yet its
recall of a consistent, brave sense of duty, to deliver a flawed and ultimately
futile policy, is dramatically achieved (Overy 2012). In a further demonstration of
the recuperation of Bomber Command’s reputation, to coincide with the 2018
centenary of the Royal Air Force, the International Bomber Command Centre
(IBBC) was opened at Canwick Hill, in the self-styled Bomber County of
Lincolnshire. The grounds are encircled by walls carrying the names of 57,871
men and women who gave their lives while serving in Bomber Command. At the
centre of the site, erected in 2015, a 31-metre spire, the wing-span of a
Lancaster bomber, connects visually to Lincoln Cathedral, a few miles away.
IBCC aims to tell the personal stories of service men and women of RAF
Bomber Command, ground crews and civilians affected by the bombing
campaigns, on both sides of the conflict, during the Second World War
(International Bomber Command Centre 2021). The intention to reach out to
both sides, is still a work-in-progress and needs to avoid the political
expediency of the frieze on the London memorial with its oblique dedication to
casualties of air warfare; addressing the humanitarian stigma of allied bombing
is sensible but not that simply achieved. The reinstatement of Bomber
Command has followed a difficult path through the contestable themes of

bravery and sacrifice on one hand and deadly consequences on the other. The
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London memorial remains controversial and has been vandalised on four
occasions (Sky News 2019). The minimal reference to the consequences of
bomber offensives has not deflected criticism and nor has it placed civilian loss
into a wider war narrative of culpability and remembrance; the human impact of

the bomber offensives in Europe and at home is still memorially unrevealed.

This is demonstrated in two significant memorials in London representing
subjects that might have more directly addressed civilian loss. Outside
Westminster Abbey's West Door is a five-foot diameter circular stone memorial
unveiled by H.M. The Queen on 10 October 1998. The Innocent Victims
Memorial was inspired by the then Dean of Westminster, the Very Rev Michael
Mayne, as a constant reminder of C20™ global violence and suffering. In a clear
inscription it asks for remembrance of ‘All Innocent Victims of Oppression,
Violence, War’. On the outer rim is a quote from Lamentations 1:12: Is it nothing
to you, all you who pass by? Visitors leaving the Abbey can hardly fail to notice
this large roundel with its challenging inscription, although the Dean’s vision of a
statue of a mother and child, fleeing into the sanctuary of the Abbey, did not get
beyond the Westminster Council planning process (WMR 63337/ Imperial War
Museum 2021). There is still much to lament in the 23 years since installation;
beyond an annual wreath-laying in November, since 2012, casual observance

notes that this monument occasions fleeting engagement.

Remembrance of the role and service of women in WWII has been enshrined
since 2005, in the centre of Whitehall, close to the Cenotaph. The Women of
World War 1l Memorial (WMR 51288/Imperial War Museum 2021) is a bronze
cenotaph standing 7-metres high. At a reported cost of £1m (BBC News 2005),
this monument is not as inclusive as its official title suggests. The repeating
motif, on its 4 sides, are over-size service uniforms and work clothes. They

endorse the inscription:

This memorial was raised to commemorate the vital work done by nearly

seven million women in World War Il.

The exclusion of yet more millions of women, unavailable for work through
family and house-keeping commitments, or age and infirmity, was not a
question of oversight, as the former-Speaker of the Commons, Lady Boothroyd,

patron of the memorial fund, confirmed. This overdue recognition of their war-
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winning role deliberately singles-out serving and working women, their uniforms
a metaphor for being quietly removed and hung up, while men take the credit
(Bentham 2005). This comment speaks of the resolve and capability, vital
contributions to the war effort, of a united and purposeful home front. It also
conveys regret that a reversion to traditional gender roles and a diminution of
female work empowerment followed forces demobilisation. The Peace Pledge
Union, perhaps predictably, wondered why a massive memorial was needed
‘depicting some of the costumes’ (sic) worn in wartime (2009, 23). The
monument perhaps represents an opportunity lost, not only in its lack of
inclusivity but also in its failure to assert the service and sacrifice of all women,

not least the 63000 female civilians who died or were seriously injured.

Figure 9

Women at War, Bomber Command & Battle of Britain London Monuments.

There is one civilian public commemoration which specifically references the
victims of ‘civilian’ bombing (Bates 2005). Arising from the bombing outrage in
London of 2005, 52 casualties of terrorism, on the home front of a different kind
of war, are remembered in a permanent memorial. It was unveiled in Hyde Park
in 2009 on the 4" anniversary of the attacks. It comprises 52 silver-grey stelae
in four clusters representing the attacks at three tube stations and on a bus. The

victims' names are inscribed on a nearby plaque (Royal Parks 2020).
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Figure 10

Shadows of 7/7 Stelae over Memorial Plagque, Hyde Park, London.

This was a rapid commemoration and reflected the shock of the events in a city
celebrating the award of the 2012 Olympic Games. It owes much to the political
realisation of the social and cultural repercussions of home-grown terrorism. At
each of the three tube stations is an individual plaque with the names of those
who died at the location. At Tavistock Square, where the bomb was detonated
on a bus, a similar plaque, affixed to the railings of the British Medical
Association, has been removed and replaced in 2017, supported by the victims’
families, with a permanent memorial in the square’s garden, noted for its peace
and reconciliation monuments (Tavistock Square Memorial Trust 2021). The
national implications of the London attacks are reflected in recognition at the
National Memorial Arboretum and references in peace gardens and recreational
areas in other parts of London and the country.

Significant acts of remembrance have been navigated into the public domain
confronting commemorative processes and negotiations inherent in the
‘unequal struggle’ (Ashplant et al (2000, xi). An appetite for memorials that
reflect the politics and saliency of certain national narratives had created the
necessary conditions for funding, state encouragement and popular support.
The moment that passed in 1945 took more than 50 years to be redressed, in
the millennial decades. Hesitant post-war remembrance has been materialised
with the exception of the victims of the Blitz. They remain marginalised, awaiting

an effective memorial challenge of preferred but limited narratives.

Reflection on the absence of a focal site of civiian commemoration should not

presume that monumentalisation, however popular, is unanimously accepted as
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the answer to proper remembrance. An earlier observation regarding the
extensive memorial storage of now-defunct communities is a case in point.
Connerton’s ascription of an ‘orgy of monumentalisation’ after WWI and the
prescribed forgetting of the ‘dismembered-not remembered’ is another (2008,
69). His view came when the virtue of remembrance was reviving in the midst of
London’s recent memorialisation and reinforced the truism that memorialisation
is not compulsory and that forgetting, under its varied conditions, should not

imply failure or a lack of respect.

Winter observed the conjunction of significant anniversaries of WWI and the
Holocaust in a late-20™ century memory boom. Earlier analysis has suggested
this continued, certainly in London, into the 215.. The commemorative upsurge,
around the centenary years of WWI generated wide popular support although
its subtexts, variously perceived as nationalistic and vainglorious (Jenkins 2019;
Jones 2014; Toynbee 2019), were not universally popular. The centenary saw
the galvanising of remembrance by individuals and communities, long after

the last of the Great War generation had died, repurposing the image of

the ‘Tommy’ as ghost statues at schools, churches and village cenotaphs.
Poppies became a sea of red in the moat at the Tower, giving physical
emphasis to the notion that private ‘first-hand remembering’ is negotiated to
public remembrance through the deployment of a ‘legacy’ of memory (Moriarty
1999, 653-4) that counters death of living memory and the remorseless decline
through time. Undaunted, memorialisation processes continue and evolve; amid
a continuing public commitment to war remembrance, a ‘vibrant discourse’ of
renewals and revisions is observable (Marshall 2004, 51). And yet, within this,
this chapter questions the status and materialisation of civilian remembrance.
The remembrance of civilians remains locked in the lieu de mémoire of Blitz
Spirit, which this thesis suggests is a failed ‘monument’ where fitting

remembrance is unable to function.

6.6 Summary

The critique of monumentalisation, launched in Chapter 2 and addressed
implicitly above, significantly predates the work of Nora, Gonzalez-Ruibal and
Young. Giedion, in 1943, reflected that lasting monuments flourish in periods
defined by a unifying consciousness (1958 [1943], 48). If true, London’s
monuments of the 215t Century have a problem, given their birth at a time of
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national uncertainty, a time when narrow wartime narratives have political
traction and a presumption that monuments reflect the desired but elusive
sense of national worth and identity (Freedland 2021; Major 2020; Runciman
2020). Why else would a second national memorial to the Battle of Britain be
investable and how does the bombast of the Bomber Command memorial help
narratives of understanding of what it meant to be a civilian in air war? Echoes
of Nora and Young can be heard in the opinion that the Women at War and
Innocent Victims Memorials hold questionable levels of public engagement, lack
a social framework and represent merely picturesque additions to a London
already full of memorials (Jack 2012), where ‘more diverse and imaginative

forms of remembrance’ remain elusive (Moshenska 2010b, 5).

In the absence of national civilian commemoration, beyond the Roll of Honour,
focus now turns to the public material culture of Blitz remembrance. This
archaeological record holds major importance not only in countering the narrow
narrative of Blitz Spirit but as evidence, a secondary formation, of war vestiges,
revealing the past that befell people and places under the bombs. This saliency
derives from the loss of visual reminders of the Blitz, where a ‘third wave’ of
development is now superimposed on post-war reconstruction (Watts 2015).
Brooks (2011) points to the disappearance of residual evidence as a spur to his
record of wartime relics. The Blitz is thus increasingly represented by civilian
commemoration, acting for the effaced evidence of 70 years of urban
reconstruction, to speak of the deathly reality of war. The materials, as in all
forms of archaeology, require recording and curation to facilitate construction
and transmission of bombing memories. Above all, however, they require
engagement, social interaction, if their meaning, in an environment of military
memorialisation of two world wars, is to prevent the oblivion of people and
events that gave rise to the materialisation. The founder of a fire service
memorial charity, sees the perpetuation of history dependent on acts of
remembrance at the site of that history so that, where memories have been
stilled by time, the sites give voice for future generations through
commemoration (S. Maltman, pers.comm. 19 April 2021). Speaking to the hope
that civilian remembrance and commemoration nurture and speak more

eloquently, than the Blitz Spirit narrative, is the work of the chapters that follow.
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7. CIVILIAN COMMEMORATIVE ARCHAEOLOGY

‘...the average municipality would wish to commemorate the CWD by name in

the cemetery, at the communal graves...’
Internal File Note, Imperial War Graves Commission (Chettle 1943).

7.1 Introduction

An emergent and then pre-eminent Blitz narrative was described in Chapter 4.
The well-earned praise, for resilience and courage, that contributed to winning
the war, has evolved into an unchallenged ‘popular memory’ in which the
civilian experience, exemplified in Chapter 5, is obscured; there is a limited
place for the civilian dead in a unifying narrative of the best qualities of the
British people. Equally, as the foregoing chapter illustrated, civilians have only a
limited role in the materialisation of national remembrance, after early-postwar
expectations for national recognition of military and civilian casualties were not
fulfilled. A 215t century surge in monument building, amid pursuit of specific
service agendas, has produced a range of memorials whose critique reflects
problems of inclusion, relevance and social interaction. This is a context in
which overdue national civilian recognition might have flourished were it not for
the primacy of the Blitz spirit narrative, reiterated with political bias, in which the
civilian dead have a limited role (Noakes 2020; Overy 2020). Therefore, in the
absence of a place for collective civilian remembrance, commemoration of the
dead is, of necessity, vested in the CWGC Roll of Honour whose development

emerged from practices tested in pursuit of military remembrance.

The challenge for this thesis now is to investigate civilian remembrance, through
the identification and analysis of its commemorative forms, to undertake the
research plan’s aim to conduct an archaeology of civilian remembrance, starting

with a register of its extent and nature.

7.2 Civilian Memorial Records

The War Memorials Register (WMR) holds over 90,000 records of the nation’s
commemorative output. This number has more than doubled since 2001,
assisted by organised in-field recording and wider definitions. Civilian
commemorations, despite a six-fold increase in the same period, represent just
3% of an overwhelmingly military record. The register records, as at 2" June

2021, 2,779 civilian memorials of which 2,102 are for WWII and 677 for WWI.
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The growth is an overdue rectification of historic under-recording. WMR civilian
memorials list those of the Home Guard and the Merchant Navy, yet their dead
are classed as non-civilian on the CWGC lists. The WWII civilian record
includes over 700 merchant navy memorials and gravestone additions, a level
of commemoration reflecting the 36,000 mariners lost at sea, many of them
added as ‘missing’ on family graves. Another 190 entries, a miscellany of non-

Blitz records, fall outside the scope of the study.

The type of Blitz memorial culture was established by a hand-count of the

remaining 1200 items relating to the civilian experience of the air-war:

Dedicated Plaques, Stones 221
Dedicated Church Memorials 69
Shared Church Memorials 231

Shared Community Memorials 212
Shared Institutional Plaques 153
Cemetery Communal Graves 100
Dedicated Grave Additions 62
Rolls of Honour, Police Plaques 110
Council Flats and Hospital Beds 49

Undeniably, on this cursory analysis, the extent of civiian commemoration is
sparse relative to military remembrance outcomes; indeed, there are more
commemorative reredos screens, organs and lecterns in churches than all
civilian memorials. Other published sources, each with their particular
perspective on commemoration, bear this out. A popular online memorial
gazetteer, London Remembers (2021), by April 2021, had recorded 6,133
memorials, representing over 60,000 people, places and events; 83 of these
recorded ‘civilian deaths by enemy action’, double the 2014 number. The
database of War Memorials Online (2021) shows 294 civilian entries within a
universe in excess of 40,000. Boorman’s review of WWII memorials, published
on the 50" anniversary of the war’s end, was an early contributor to the WMR
(1995); in a selection of 700 memorials, 60 exemplified the remembrance of
civilians, drawing attention to those at cemeteries above communal graves. A
listing of ‘relics of the Home Front’ (Brooks 2011) traced WWII remnants in the

City of London, the 28 wartime Metropolitan Boroughs and parts of East and
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West Ham (present day, Newham). This area was impacted more than any
other by the air war. Almost 300 relics of wartime archaeology are listed, under
half of which, 130, are of civilian memorial plaques, stones of remembrance,
free-standing monuments, ruined churches and a comprehensive London-wide
listing of cemetery mass grave monuments. The remainder includes shelters,
faded signs, shrapnel damage on buildings, memorials to Britain’s allies and

émigré governments and plaques recording bomb damage to buildings.

The predominance of shared commemorations within the 1200 memorials
reflects the pattern observed earlier; churches, institutions and local
communities extended their plaques, stones and cenotaphs to accommodate
the new war dead (Aslet 2012, xxi). Dedicated civilian memorials, the plaques,
memorial stones, books, gardens of remembrance and free-standing
monuments amount to a recorded universe of just 611 references, a material
culture of civilian remembrance even more focussed than the bare
commemorative data suggests. The WMR is by no means comprehensive yet,
despite some inconsistencies, it provides an adequate measure of civilian
commemoration and as indicated in the case material to follow was an

invaluable tool of preliminary enquiry.

The top-line civilian memorial analysis now turns from its overall extent to
assess function, agency and setting of two significant memorial forms which
emerged in the first years of peace. Ruined churches, which were promoted to
form the bedrock of post-war remembrance, with varying levels of success, in
several cities, are explored below in section 7.5. Firstly, the thesis considers the
communal sites that reflected WWII burial imperatives and their related

memorial structures erected over the graves.

7.3 The Politics of Burial

In Chapter 5, wartime state-managed discourse, that invested civilians with a
quasi-military status, was reviewed. This impacted the management of multiple
casualties and ‘Heroic’ burial, emphasizing sacrifice and honour, became
established practice (Rugg 2004, 154). Noakes has identified a ‘politics of
burial’ (2020, 175-185), which cloaked civilian loss in the rituals of military
remembrance, perhaps most expertly deployed in the aftermath of the bombing
of Coventry in November 1940 (2020, 232).
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Responding to the fragile response of the people and their civic leaders, the
Government moved quickly to forestall an enemy propaganda victory to add to
their aerial ‘triumph’. Restoration of pride, severely-shaken, in a city close to
post-raid paralysis and hysteria (Harrisson 1976, 135), began with a visit from
the King, followed swiftly with relief columns of ‘mobile feeding canteens, water
carts, ambulances, transport vehicles, doctors, engineers, billeting officers,
building workers and materials, loud-speaker information vans, blankets and
other equipment’ (Titmuss 1950, 314). Improvements in resolute behaviour
followed the influx of aid (Pyle 1941, 82) and damaged factories were soon
running again (Levine 2015, 111). The recovery, albeit assisted, speaks highly
of the efforts of local people (McGrory 2015, 103-110) but not of local council
leaders, particularly criticised for the information void that opened after the raid
(Harrisson 1976, 339-340). They were more forthright, with government
prompting, on the burial of multiple casualties. In two mass funerals, over 400,
around 80% of the fatalities, were buried, not in shrouds, but in coffins. Although
authority funded, the funerals lacked the overtones of burial ‘on the parish’. A
thousand mourners attended the first funeral, when 172 were laid to rest
(McGrory 2015, 100-101). These were planned variations, in normal wartime
burial practice, and may explain the ‘widespread citizen consent’, interpreted by
Noakes (2020, 176-177), in marked contrast to that exhibited by the bereaved in
other cities. The ‘consent’ is evident in the unprecedented film coverage of the
mass funeral, by Pathé News, depicting a dignified file of grieving relatives (The
Tragedy of Coventry 1940). Misgivings over the crowded grave, coffins were
three deep in places, were allayed by assurances that a fitting memorial would
be installed at the burial site (Noakes 2020, 176-177). In 1952, that assurance
was fulfilled, with the dedication of the Coventry Residents Garden of
Remembrance; a white memorial wall, with corporation crest, at the head of the
grave site, carries over 800 names, on 8 panels, flanked by tall piers (IWM
2021/WMR 17717). Heavy raids, in April 1941, killed another 400 residents and
the site was re-opened for their interment. Today, the site is well-maintained
and frequently refurbished for annual services of remembrance (Hewitt 2021).
The dead, under an immaculate lawn fringed with flowering shrubs, bear the
added weight of history and the ideological discourse, mobilised by the

Government, at a crucial time in the Blitz under the pressure of fragile morale.
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Figure 11

Coventry Residents Garden of Remembrance. 1952.

Coverage of mass funerals, from a government perspective, was selective and
dependent on propaganda value. The inconsistency is evident in other cities
where details of location and casualties were obscured. In Clydebank, a ‘town in
the West of Scotland’, hurried committal arrangements created local scepticism
on the casualty numbers; a feeling that lingers to date (McKendrick 2021;
MacLeod 2011, 251; Macphail 2000; The Clydebank Blitz 2011). In Portsmouth,
Harrisson was unimpressed with the stage-management of the interment of 90
victims on 171 January 1941. Mass-Observation members, mingling with the
bereaved, noted that the dignitaries, in full regalia and multi-faith panoply,
appeared to out-number the mourners. The cortege had processed through
crowded city streets, led by a Royal Marine band, flanked by military, Home
Guard and civil defence detachments. Harrisson characterised this show as
‘masochism en masse’, arising from questionable leadership, hitherto elusive,
since the heavy raid a week earlier (1976, 187). Another stage-managed
funeral, in Harrow, for a multiple burial of ten victims in 1945, created a 300
yard-long cortege of ‘Union Jack, Bishop of Willesden, Civil Defence, WVS'.
The observation that the ‘show’ could not alleviate the ‘trouble that resumption

of normal life would bring’, foreshadowed the isolation of the bereaved, after the
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mourning cavalcade had passed, before the ‘incident becomes only a tale to tell
to the grandchildren’ (Beardmore 1974, 190).

Bombings that killed children also attracted political involvement and three of
them are explored here. Noakes analyses a tragic event of 1942 in Petworth,
which destroyed the local school, citing the symbolic links, with historic wartime
sacrifice, in the military pomp accompanying a long cortege to the town
cemetery (2020, 175-185). Today, the political pageantry long departed, the
grave site has a forsaken air, its long trench marked with the fading names of
the dead on concrete kerbs; pristine Portland Stone was not the chosen
material for this commemoration (IWM 2021/WMR 43466 & 56604). The events

in Petworth and how they have been remembered may be seen in Appendix 9.

In 1943, similar attentions were paid in Lewisham, after a ‘tip-and-run’ raid killed
38 children and 6 staff, at Sandhurst Road, Catford (London Borough of
Lewisham 2021). Thirty-one of the children and a member of staff were buried
in the local Hither Green Cemetery, side-by-side, in a long, shallow trench. The
grave-side funeral service, in its appropriation by church and state, had
received ‘unprecedented’ national publicity; the Bishop of Southwark,
acknowledged local high feeling, calling for reticence, to an enormous
congregation, said to number 7000 (Blake 1982, 54-56). Private grief, forced
into a public domain, by the intrusion of a ‘state’ funeral, overshadowed the

authorities appeal to ‘a higher purpose’ (Noakes 2020, 178-179).

There is scant evidence of a higher purpose at the site today. The unadorned
trench is visible in the foreground of Figure 12. Up close, the names on the low
kerbs are fading. The adjacent plot is for 335 of Lewisham’s 1,000 civilian Blitz
victims (Lewisham War Memorials 2021). The War Memorials Register (IWM
2021/WMR 12312) records the grey concrete, Blomfield-style cross, whose
plinth-base is badly cracked. In marked contrast, is the clean, white stone of a
nearby CWGC plot, just visible on the left. The Borough grave plot is
acknowledged but excluded from the record and the school trench is not
referenced at all; the WMR has an ambivalent attitude to memorials that are
construed as grave markers. The contrast today, with the state-inspired, stage-
managed funeral of 75 years ago, is clear; the event suited a wartime purpose
but ultimately failed the bereaved and the community, by leaving no lasting

legacy of remembrance, in a place subject to neglect, a void where lasting
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meaning is absent. In 2000, a memorial naming the victims was placed in a
memorial garden, on the site of the school (IWM 2021/63281).

Figure 12

sl P

Hither Green Cemetery: Civilian Communal Graves.

In the early hours of Friday, 30 June 1944, a V1 came down on Weald House,
Crockham Hill, taking the lives of 22 young children and 8 nursery staff,
relocated from blitzed districts in London. It was Kent’s worst bombing incident
and an avoidable tragedy. The village of 800 people, lies 3 miles south of
Westerham; it was observed that the village lay directly under a V1-flightpath to
London (Fielding Clarke 1970, 259-260; Long 1995, 148-152).

The relocation of nursery-age babies to the area was part of a long-standing
plan (London County Council 1939). A previous incident, when a closed south
coast holiday camp, housing young evacuees, was bombed (Adkins & Adkins
2016; London County Council 1940), had not led to changes. In contrast, there
was a hasty retreat, from the properties neighbouring Weald House in July 1944
(Savage 1944b). To that point, advantage had been taken of large country
houses vacated for the duration of the war. These houses, on the ridge which
runs east-west across the northern part of Kent and Surrey, commanding
extensive views over the Weald, are exposed to air attack; empty, because of
war risk, they were deemed safe for London’s evacuees. The LCC’s
guestionable evacuee policy cruelly exposed the infants. Weald House was a
location of last resort; other premises in the locality were either full or damaged;

133



an internal note, within a week, macabrely records that Weald House ‘ceased to

be used as a nursery on 30" June 1944’ (Savage 1944a).

For the community, like others across the south-east, this late phase of the Blitz
was a shocking event. The dead and injured were removed to Edenbridge
Hospital, 3 miles south of the village. A graveside funeral for 29 of the 30
victims took place, four days after the incident, at Edenbridge Cemetery,
adjacent to the Parish Church, attended by Civil Defence cohorts and senior
clerics (BBC 2014; Edenbridge History 2021). The mass committal was
attended by the Bishop of Rochester whose message, equating civilian sacrifice
with that of the armed forces, in a morale-boosting homily, dismissed the V-
rocket attacks as the enemy’s desperate last throw (Gilmour 2010). The burial
place was a matter of expediency, determined by the location of the hospital
and mortuary (B. Ogley pers.comm. 14 January 2016), and haste, deemed
necessary with multiple fatalities and limited facilities (Rugg 2005). A memorial
stone was in place by 1950 (B. Ogley pers.comm. 14 January 2016) on the
edge of the burial plot.

Figure 13

Weald House Memorial and Communal Grave, Edenbridge. 1950.
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In a curious twist, a view that the vicar of Crockham Hill had refused to have the
children buried in the village churchyard has persisted (Gilmour 2011). The
vicar’'s autobiography makes clear his opposition to neglected graves in
churchyards. However, the tragedy induced a nervous breakdown and he was
absent from his parish when the burials took place (Fielding Clarke 1970, 261).
His alleged refusal is relevant; continuing resentment has, in part, motivated the

recent installation of a memorial in the village.

The Weald House Memorial in Crockham Hill was dedicated on Sunday, 30%
October 2016, in a moving ceremony, attended by scores of villagers and
observed by the writer, at the invitation of the Chairman of the War Memorial
Playing Fields Committee, Mark Hancox. A memorial had been on their agenda
for ‘a number of years’ before his arrival in the village in 2010 (M. Hancox
pers.comm. 16 October 2015). The ceremony, in its simple dignity, permitted
the community to pay its delayed respects to the victims of 1944. In a prayer of
dedication, the essence of local remembrance is clear; the memorial will ‘act as
a lasting reminder to the community of Crockham Hill of all those so tragically

killed that day’. The 30™ victim, not on the Edenbridge stone, is included.

The monument is a 2.5 tonne monolith of Welsh grey slate about 1.5 metres
high, a metre wide and 0.5-metre-deep. It is inscribed with the same dedication
as its predecessor in Edenbridge and lists the names and ages of the 8 staff
and the 22 children. On the reverse of the stone, a short message
acknowledges the memorial as the work of the people of Crockham Hill and
Westerham. It fulfills a link, with the tragedy in their midst, not possible in the
confusion and haste of 1944.

As the cases at Petworth and Hither Green show, the immediate post-war
commemorations were followed by a long hiatus until new memorials were
placed. The Weald House tragedy, albeit residing in the memory of the
community, faded into the unstructured, public consciousness of the Blitz. The
desire for a memorial grew organically, gaining momentum, from the early
2000s. Village memories were stirred by the story of Peter Findley, orphaned in
the tragedy, and discovering his mother’s identity only in 1989 (Findley 2004).
Peter’s search generated wide publicity, providing impetus to the emerging

memorial project. The story was told, through the institution of the village
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newsletter, by a local historian, whose insight into the village community has

informed this section (K. Reynolds pers.comm. 1 June 2018).

Figure 14
Weald House Memorial, Crockham Hill. 2016.
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The discordant vicar narrative, from conversations at the unveiling, was not
entirely stilled by the memorial; resentment for some runs long and deep. The
alleged exclusion of the children, from burial in the parish, was more than a
convenient myth to trail during funding appeals. It appears nonetheless to have
been a minor factor in the village groundswell that supported the campaign. The

placing and dedication brought the campaign to a conclusion, having navigated
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typical planning and funding issues that saw the 70" anniversary in 2014

missed (M. Hancox pers.comm. 16 October 2015.

It took 72 years for the village to have its own memorial, welcoming back their
young visitors, with more enthusiasm than the village had shown evacuees in
the war (Long 1995, 76). A clear sense pervaded the dedication ceremony; the
Weald House dead are now remembered in the right place. The village had
fulfilled its community duty, which the cemetery grave memorial site did not
allow; indeed, the main historian influencer had never been to the 1950
memorial (K. Reynolds pers.comm. 1 June 2018). The irony of evacuating
young infants, to end up in harm’s way, in a small village in Kent, remains the
enduring memory of the tragedy, now permanently marked, within sight of the

ridge on which they were tragically exposed.

The interventions of government, following well-intentioned national imperatives
of morale and security, were selective and manipulative with respect to the
management of civilian death and burial. The international propaganda value of
the Coventry mass funeral, a demonstration of defiance to the enemy and
resilience to potential allies, was exceptional. In projecting that raid as a criminal
concentration on innocent civilians, initial evidence to the contrary was

managed into a byword of Britain’s stoic response to the Blitz.

Events, without national or international ramifications, were not, to employ a
current term, investable, although local authority and religious institutions
employed a similar ‘politics’ and language of shared sacrifice exemplified at
Hither Green and Edenbridge. However, as the crowds dispersed and the
bereaved attempted to resume normal life, shared sacrifice was not matched in

shared honour, as the following review of cemetery memorialisation will show.

7.4 Cemetery Monuments

In the late-1940s and early-1950s, a time of post-war recovery and the embrace
of peace, national memorialisation remained unfulfilled. However, as observed
above, the work of community remembrance was extended to its WWII dead
(Boorman 1995, 1). Simultaneously, an important commemorative outcome of
the early post-war period was starting to appear, a product of state and local

authority intervention, in a programme of memorial installation at cemeteries.
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Cemetery gravesites, whose formation and extent has been outlined above,
were soon translated from sites of mourning to sites of memory, from communal
burial to an intended collective remembrance. Their colonisation by memorial
structures was largely complete by the early 1950s, for the most part hastily
installed, cheaply built and often on the outer margins of the cemetery.

Figure 15

Collage of Cemetery Monuments.

The earliest installation coincided with Armistice Day, 1948, at Abney Park,
Stoke Newington (Loewe 2012). A much later addition was in Clydebank where
the mass grave was unmarked until 1961 (MacLeod 2011, 346-347). In the
London region, covering the wartime inner and outer boroughs, there are 56
sites and memorials (Appendix 4 and 5). The remainder are spread across the
rest of the country. Coventry, with around 800 interments, is the largest but the
seven-day Blitz on Liverpool in May 1941 saw the largest single committal in a
communal grave at Aintree Cemetery; of over 550 burials, 370 were unidentified
civilians (Noakes 2020, 184). Efford Cemetery, Plymouth received almost 400
and Hull's Eastern Cemetery, 327 victims (Appendix 6). The numbers speak of
the casualty pressure, outside of London. These movements of the dead, as
revealed earlier, were executed at some cost to the dignity, taken as read
during peacetime, and sometimes with a clumsy application of government-

inspired stage-management of ‘heroic’ communal burial.

Consideration of the marking of communal graves emerged during the war,
prompted by the extension of the Imperial War Graves Commission remit. The

Commission’s perspective was not particularly expansive, judged by 1943
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correspondence (Chettle 1943). In the context of an expectation of national
commemoration and the pressure to fulfil its military obligations, IWGC was
opposed to a multiplicity of commemorative monuments yet it promoted civilian
commemoration at cemetery communal graves, believing remembrance is
better delivered ‘where the casualty lived and died’ (Chettle 1943). The
expectation was, with few exceptions, fulfilled. In 28 of the 29 former London
Metropolitan Boroughs, civilian multiple-burial sites were marked; two boroughs,
Wandsworth and Chelsea, have memorials at two locations. Screen walls,
flanking the burial plot, are, as anticipated by Chettle (1943), the typical form,
often with a corporation crest, above names inscribed on the stone or on
plagues. Expediency, however, in some examples, resulted in elongated
trenches, fringed by low kerbs on which names were added; the trenches were
marked with a stone and sometimes a cross. The memorials generally reflect
the conditional financial inducement, summarised in a 1948 Ministry of Health
Circular 35/48, detailing exchequer assistance for the provision of grave
marking. The size and embellishment of a memorial was at the discretion of the
local authority, tempered by a grant level of £8 per individual in a mass grave
and £11 for an individual headstone. Instructions were issued for ‘simple’
memorials, avoiding elaboration or architectural features, bound by low stone-
fringed borders. Where authorities had already progressed grave-site
memorials, the grants could be applied retrospectively (Summers 1948).

In London, few memorials break with the utilitarian approach, expressed in the
circular; two stand out in their use of lighter coloured materials. Westminster
(IWM 2021/WMR 29757) has an attractive column and cross. St Pancras with a
central white stone obelisk on a stepped base (IWM 2021/WMR 57993)
compares favourably with the low brick wall, with the barest detail, adopted by
Islington in the same cemetery. These examples are shown in Appendix 10.
None of the London authorities adopted individual grave stones. Haycombe
Cemetery, Bath employed individual white stones which are in keeping with an
adjacent CWGC plot. Nottingham (IWM 2021/27472) and North Shields
(Appendix 6) also adopted a similar approach. These few examples apart,
cemetery memorials, with their greying stone and weathered brick, compare

unfavourably with the impeccably maintained CWGC plots of white stones.
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This category of commemorative archaeology has a depressing uniformity, not
least in the unelaborate walls of brick and concrete, born of the imperative and
economy of their time. Moreover, from Clydebank to Camberwell, and from
Plymouth to Poplar, these places wear heavily the emptiness, inherent in the
tragic fate of their incumbents. These places and monuments appear
unfrequented (Jack 2011, 94) and, for the years between burial and monument,
they met Gonzalez-Ruibal’s ascription as places of abjection, a primary stage,
on a route to a place of memory (2008, 255-260). Today, despite sporadic and
belated attempts to overcome 70 years of neglect and material decline, these
sites feel removed, not just in their invariably marginal cemetery locations, but
from the people for whom they were intended. Chettle’s assertion in 1943 that
remembrance is better delivered, ‘where the casualty lived and died’, clearly
misunderstood the physical and psychological separation of home and burial.
The upheaval of war saw many communities disperse during the Blitz and in
post war urban restructuring (Young and Willmott 2007 [1957], viii). Distance
typifies the status of the dead from the inner boroughs hit hardest in the Blitz.
Crowded neighbourhoods and limited space had, long before the war,
dispersed large cemeteries to the outer fringes of the capital. The City of
London Cemetery is in Essex and Chelsea's memorials and civilian war graves
are in two separate Wandsworth cemeteries. These are just two examples
which resulted in many victims being removed for burial many miles from their
former places of residence-and, indeed, from where they died. Their
monuments are therefore on the margin of the domestic and commemorative
landscape, increasingly unfrequented as survivors pass-on and their families
disperse. They reflect the imperative of their time and remain removed,
physically and socially, from meaningful remembrance. Even local cemeteries,
close to the events that brought the victims to them, can feel remote; when the
crowds had dispersed and the military bands and ministering prayers had fallen
silent, these places in the absence of ‘live, regularly performed spatial practices’
(Nora 1989, 7) entered a process of ‘frozen’ monumentalisation (Eréss 2017,
21), denied ‘spontaneous memory’ in a ‘fossilised’ state (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008,
256). In the ‘uncertain place’ of war memorials in the 215t century’, Marshall
cites Nora’s transition of milieux/environments of memory to lieux de memoires
(2004, 37-38) where memory crystallizes. Unfrequented and disengaged, these

cemetery memorials physically embody memory in their graves but their limited
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functioning as sites of remembrance, saw them entering a long period of

neglect and obscurity.

These memorial sites were formed in places determined by government and
local authority responses to the pressures of war. Moreover, the language of
burial reflected a state-centred ideological discourse, a representation of
national narratives of duty and sacrifice, civilian death cloaked in military
uniform. Tarlow emphasises the importance of personal responses to
bereavement and mortality, sensing the balancing of nationalist ideologies
(albeit referencing WWI) and emotional factors such as grief and shock in the
shaping of commemorative responses. She adds that ‘people select
monuments, places and ways of remembering for their power to express
intense and personal feelings’ (1997, 105). Deriving from physical separation or
figurative emptiness, this personal selection has broken-down, limiting personal
engagement at sites of ‘non-elite’ material culture, paradoxically created in

government-inspired ‘elite’ institutionalisation of grief (Tarlow 1999, xii).

This assessment covers an 80 year timeline from burials in the intensity of air
attack through the materialisation of remembrance in the 1950s to faltering
steps in redressing neglect and weatr. It paints a picture of bleak uniformity in
meaning and engagement that exacerbates the evident material limitations of
commemoration. Worthy attempts to create an environment for meaningful
remembrance of the civilian dead faltered at most sites as funeral pomp and
fleeting remembrance gave way to ‘neglected obscurity’ (Peace Pledge Union
2009, 23). Winter observed, like Tarlow, that remembrance needs a place
where stories can be told (Winter & Sivan 1999, 40) and at dispersed
cemeteries the occasional poppy wreaths and rare, albeit emotional, family
messages are testament to the lack of collective remembrance in practice at
these sites. These are places and memorials detached from ‘socially significant’
recollection, created at ‘the service of power’ (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008, 256). A
journalist, lan Jack, seeing the Blitz as a folk memory, its stoicism ‘beautifully
enshrined in films and literature’, wrote of never seeing flowers or sign of care at
the ‘tumbledown’ civilian grave memorial in Abney Park, Stoke Newington
(2011, 94). This memorial carries 122 names and recognises 9 unidentified
victims; 95 of the 160 people who died, not far away, at Coronation Avenue on

13th October 1940, in one of the worst incidents of the Blitz, are remembered
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here (Loewe 2012). Appendix 11 reviews the community action that has

achieved local recognition of this tragedy.

Figure 16

Abney Park Cemetery, Stoke Newington: Grave and Memorial.

Since Jack’s comments, the site and monument were refurbished in 2013. In
my photograph, from 2015, the relentless ‘greening’ of the stone is evident.
More recently, to re-commemorate the tragic incidents, 80 years earlier, the
local authority once again responded to community pressure to rectify the
memorial’s drab condition (IWM 2021/WMR 11940).

The restoration of faded inscriptions and cracked walls, at sites like Abney Park,
has slowly gained pace in recent years, stirred by major anniversaries and an
overdue recognition of a neglected memorial form. As a Coronation Avenue
survivor observed ‘if memorials are not kept up, people will forget about the war,
about the Blitz and about all the innocent people that were killed’ (Loewe 2012,
85). In Portsmouth, scene of Harrisson’s indictment of local leadership (1976,
187), local volunteers have been holding remembrance services at the
communal grave in Kingston Cemetery on the 10™ of January for the last three
years, attended by a few citizens, happy to relate their family remembrances of
the city’s heaviest Blitz. The volunteers, whose main task is a museum of the

‘Pompey Pals’ battalions of the Royal Hampshire regiment in WWI, are local
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men with a keen sense of civic pride, stepping in to provide belated ‘live,
regularly performed spatial practices’ (Nora 1989, 7). These rare acts of
remembrance, from experience, only temporarily lift the desolation felt standing
over a mass grave site. They are unable to answer a key question: Who
benefits, from this memorial, when the links, between the dead, the bereaved
and their descendants are broken by time and distance? Is it possible that these
small remembrance events can regain some latter-day resonance, at sites,
whose hasty formation, was not built to ‘dwell on the past for long’ (Clapson &
Larkham 2013, 4)? One answer is found in the uncertain interpretation of grave
memorials by the Imperial War Museum on the WMR. On a rigid application of
rules, these sites are grave markers, and can be excluded from the record. This
has so far applied to Lambeth, the borough sustaining the greatest loss of life in
London, and Belfast, which suffered more casualties in one night than
anywhere, but London. These records are no longer available on the public
database; a number of others are similarly scheduled for disposal. In continuing
discussions, the lack of any other agency picking up the memorial record, not
least for the large numbers of unidentified civilians, has been emphasized by

the writer, thus far to no avail.

This process symbolises the return to the abjection of the unrecorded grave, the
anonymity of death and the peril of forgetting the civilian past. These memorials
represent an important element of the nation’s universe of dedicated civilian
remembrance and their communication of the past brings an understanding of
the awful history that brought dead people to these places. An initial product of
public health management, under extreme conditions, which saw the dead
cleared away with the debris, they have become distanced from community,
home and place of death. As absent, out-of-sight heritage, their link with the
bereaved and the wider community was severed almost on the point of
interment. The memorials, placed perhaps ten years later, maintained an
ideological discourse, whose time had passed (Gonzéalez-Ruibal 2008, 256). In
Chapter 2, the interdependent concepts of remembrance and commemoration
were established; action and outcome working together to give meaning and
expression to individual and collective memories. In the separation described

here, the absence of active remembrance has rendered the material
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commemoration invisible. It is as if the place of burial has returned to a state

where ‘memory is erased’, placed in quarantine (2008, 256).

The notable exception of Coventry has ensured their civilian grave memorial,
forged in the service of a state narrative, has not become detached from social
engagement. Through active, on-site remembrance (Hewitt 2021), the memorial
and grave-site sustain a civic discourse, one that extends the city’s adopted role
as a world-leader in remembrance and reconciliation; the resurrection and re-
formation of a place where memory is no longer absent. In this regard, it is
linked to the emblem of Coventry’s Blitz, the shell of St Michael’s, the medieval
cathedral, destroyed in November 1940. At the remains of the altar, a weekly

service for peace resounds across the preserved ruins.

7.5 Ruined Churches as Memorials

Coventry’s approach to the repatriation of its ruined cathedral, to a worldwide
icon of peace and reconciliation, raises the question of the deployment of ruined
church buildings. These are relevant for two reasons. Firstly, they were an early
response, to post-war remembrance, when the national mood was moving-on.
Secondly, their establishment was reasonably consistent, in Britain’s provincial
bombed cities (Historic England 2020; Mason 2018), but intentions were
unfulfilled in London, where, arguably, a ruined church would have had
memorial traction. An estimated 30 churches have been preserved, in a ‘freshly
ruined state’, since the end of WWII (Clark 2019). Important examples, in
addition to Coventry, are in Plymouth, which included one in its ambitious
renewal plan of late 1943 (Twyford 1945, 54-56) and in Bristol, at St Peter’s, in
a city park setting, where 1400 civilian dead are remembered, by name (IWM
2021/WMR 20013; Historic England 2021/374567).

In the City of London, after extensive damage and destruction, post-war
priorities for church demolition or reconstruction were actively debated, in
clerical, civic and government circles, from the early years of the war (Larkham
& Nasr 2012). The debate in London cast damaged church buildings in two
ways. Firstly, as monuments from an historic pre-war environment, expected to
be lost, not only to war, but its reconstructive aftermath. Secondly, beyond
considerations of cultural heritage, ruined church architecture was considered in

a remembrance role, a representation of the human cost of the war; the ruin, in
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commemorating its own destruction, acting therefore as a metaphor for the
violence visited on the locality and its people. In this regard, the blackened walls
of St Michael’s, adjacent to the ‘new’ Cathedral in Coventry, the most prominent
institution of war on an innocent populace, symbolises the attacks and recovery
from them. The ruins and surrounding precincts locate cues to the city’s ordeal,
a planned heritage, consistent with modern values and a link to a troubled past.
A short analysis of the Coventry Cathedral ruins and its memorial culture is in
Appendix 12. As the following review will confirm, London could not match

Coventry’s achievement.

The bombing war was indiscriminate and, particularly at night, inaccurate.
Larger buildings, including churches, were at greater risk because of their size
and prominence. Damage to a church, particularly those invested with a long
history and spiritual significance, held a symbolism beyond the destruction of its
fabric. The notion of the deliverance of St Paul’'s Cathedral in December 1940
was carried through, in press and public discourse, as a symbol of national
defiance and resolution. On 17" January 1941, just three weeks after the so-
called Second Great Fire of London, from which St Paul’s was ‘saved’, an
opinion piece in The Spectator, by an eminent painter, John Piper, weighed-in
on ‘how to deal with ruined City churches’ (1941, 60-61). Piper, at that time, had
produced celebrated paintings of Coventry Cathedral and Temple Church,
Bristol. He was a critic of the extreme curation of preserved ruins which
‘embalmed’ them, rendering them lifeless. The fear of ‘arrested decay’ and
hence ‘arrested taste’ was reflected in his picturesque ruins (Art UK 2021; Piper
1940; Reardon 2011, 30).

In retrospect, it seems extraordinary, that correspondence columns were ‘full of
suggestions’, while the night Blitz was still sustained (Piper 1941, 60). Some
might concur that over-concern, with a building’s demise, borders on the self-
indulgent (Bevan 2006, 7). Piper’s reaction was shared by others, appalled by
the devastation of the 29t December 1940. Fire had significantly damaged 17
of the City’s 45 churches (The Architectural Press 1945, 17); ‘the loss of ten
Wren churches in one night is something that made London gasp’ (Beaton
1941, 42). Beaton visited the City churches on the morning after the raid and
observed they ‘had suffered a disgusting change, a metamorphosis at first
stupefying’ (1941, 45-46). As unfeeling, and artistically self-centred, as this
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assessment might appear to those enduring nights of bombardment, it reflected

the aforementioned start of an active wartime debate. .

At the London diocesan level, consideration of the future, moved from ‘quickly
organised committees’ in 1941 to a Bishop’s Commission on City Churches
whose final report in 1946 largely determined the fate of the damaged churches
(Larkham & Nasr 2012, 297-300). It was however an independent intervention
that would promote a sample of these churches as ‘memorials to the
catastrophe of war’ (2012, 309). In January 1944, the Architectural Review
contributed to the national debate on the remembrance of the war dead of WWII
(Chettle 1943; Mass Observation 1944; RSA 1944) with a solution to the
‘problem’ of the bombed churches of Britain (The Architectural Press 1945, 5).
Later, in August 1944, just weeks after D-Day, and prompted by Plymouth’s
clear vision for one its bombed churches, the solution was expressed
forthrightly in a letter to The Times calling for the preservation of churches ‘in
their ruined condition as permanent memorials of this war’. Signatories included
Lord Keynes, T.S. Eliot and Kenneth Clark, the art historian who had been
Chairman of the Ministry of Information War Artists Advisory Committee. The
letter suggested that selected churches could represent each of the services
with one, specifically in the City, set aside for ‘a memorial to the thousands of
Londoners who died in the blitz, for whom those walls of calcined stones were
once not monuments but tombs’ (The Architectural Press, 1945). The letter was
included in a booklet, Bombed Churches as War Memorials, published in 1945,
which advanced the solution more specifically, advocating the appropriation of
two or three bombed churches in London and one in each of the blitzed
provincial cities (1945, 11). The churches would be presented as ‘garden ruins’
to meet three requirements. These were provision of a place of sanctuary,
incorporating short work-day services and places for quiet prayer, space for
small green oases in the resurgent cityscape and, the ‘finest responsibility’, as
war memorials (1945, 17-19). To emphasize this point, a definition of the

purpose of a war memorial was offered (1945, 19):

To make men remember, to keep fresh the faith of those who fought and

the names of those who died in that faith
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Gender and faith imbalance may be imputed in this definition, but the intention
is clearer in the rest of the main editorial; the ruined churches were to stand in
memory of all who served and died, military and civilian. The idea of separate
churches for each service (and one for serving women) appears to have been
dropped. The commemorative approach is not advanced, beyond a rousing
conclusion that these few places of rest and worship will be reminders of ‘the
sacrifices, the gallantry and the faith of those who fought and died, many
thousands of them among these very stones whose existence today is a
testament that they did not die in vain’ (1945, 22).

The principal editorial was written by Hugh Casson (1910-1999), a noted
architect and artist (Royal Academy 2021). His piece reflects a nostalgia for the
‘strange beauty’ of war traces and fears, with the disappearance of ‘shabby
heaps’ of stones, that the ordeal, that brought the destruction, will seem
‘remote, unreal, perhaps forgotten’ (1945, 22). In a debate about aesthetics,
Reardon reviews the role of the War Artists Advisory Committee, under the
aegis of Kenneth Clark. Clark was a champion of John Piper whose depiction of
the destruction of Coventry Cathedral is one of the images ‘clearly intended as
propaganda in support of the war’. On the ‘romanticism of war ruins’, human
figures are noticeably absent and there is ‘empathy with the architectural ideal
rather than the human’. This neglect of the human experience reflected a fear of
artistic censorship of war’'s human cost but it also revealed a preference for the

‘abstract beauty of material devastation’ (Reardon 2011, 29-30).

The architectural pamphlet, whilst given to over-wrought language, does not
have the picturesque as its sole focus. Recognition of a sanctuarial role places
it beyond the abstract and considers the practical use of memorial space,
supported by articles and illustrations, imagining the featured church memory
spaces, with details of tree and shrub planting. The pamphlet considered five
damaged church spaces which it felt could meet the three criteria of sanctuary,
space and remembrance. Two of them lay outside the City at St Anne’s, Soho
and St John’s, Red Lion Square, Holborn. The former continues as a restored
church but there is no access from the former church yard, now detached as an
open leisure space; a small plaque affixed to the base of the tower
acknowledges the un-named local people who died in the war. As for St John’s
graceful arches, prominent in the booklet, they were lost when the church was
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demolished in the early 1950s. The City of London sites were St Mary,
Aldermanbury, later removed to Fulton, USA, to commemorate Churchill’s ‘Iron
Curtain’ speech and St Alban, Bread Street, which survives only as a tower, in
non-ecclesiastical use. Only one survives, in a form recognisable from the
pamphlet; the ruin of Christ Church Greyfriars, located on the junction of

Newgate Street and King Edward Street, close to St Paul’'s Cathedral.

The City of London has another site in ruination, exemplifying the ravages of the
Blitz, amid modern buildings that have effaced most other vestiges of wartime
damage (Brandon-Salmon 2019). St Dunstan in the East Church Garden, is a
gothicky, ivy-clad survivor of Great Fire and Blitz (City of London 2021b). It
holds no memorial designation, appearing on a map as ‘a City oasis surrounded

by church ruins’, to orientate other memorial sites (WMO 2021).

At this juncture, a distinction can be made between monument and memorial.
This thesis contends that ruined church monuments act symbolically and that a
memorial transition occurs only when it acts directly on remembrance. The
wartime debate, played out in Ruined Churches as War Memorials (The
Architectural Press 1945), asks much of the symbolism of the monument ruin to
recall the war that created it (Arnold-de Simone 2015). A memorial to the dead

was never specified.

The grand idea of appropriating bombed churches, to deliver meaningful war
remembrance, was never fulfilled in London. The urban calm of St Dunstan and
Christ Church is unaccompanied by any on-site memorial reference; both speak
to war through their ruins, a mute reminder of the destructive force of the Blitz. It
is questionable whether the connection is made as readily as The Times letter
of 1944 anticipated. An action on memory requires communication and clarity of
intention for engagement to prosper. In a decade of site observations, at ruined
memorial churches, Larkham saw minimal engagement and a transition to a
more questionable status as mere ‘memento’ (2019, 49). Christ Church,
became a garden space in 1960, after nearly two decades, as a managed
bombsite, awaiting redesignation (City of London 2021a; Larkham 2019, 60).
Now, after seven decades, Christ Church, has again emerged as the possible
site for a memorial, not focussed on its own destruction, but as a vehicle for

London-wide civilian remembrance.
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7.6 Christ Church Greyfriars

A three-volume chronicle of the Blitz, through the medium of ‘then-and-now’
photographs, is dedicated to the 70,000 dead and the 80,000 injured (Ramsey
1987; 1988; 1990). London, it observed, unlike Berlin, had no monument or
memorial to remember the Blitz casualties; ‘to our way of thinking, Christ
Church [...] abandoned since 1940 should be our memorial. We commend the
idea to our City fathers... (Ramsey 1988, 370). Christ Church Greyfriars is a
Grade 1 listed Anglican church building, significantly damaged in the Blitz
(Beaton 1941, 69). It stands, roofless, within sight of St Paul’s, on the north side
of Newgate Street, at the junction with King Edward Street. Its appearance
today, despite post-war changes that have removed most of the south and all of
the east wall, exists because of the debate stimulated by Bombed Churches as
War Memorials (1945). The pictures and drawings therein show the church,
after the clearance of rubble from the nave, and how it might look with a garden
layout. Christ Church survives as a public space, dominated at its west end by a
rebuilt tower and steeple. There is a stunted south wall and the east end is
open; the garden gives way to the pavement which is separated from the road

by a low concrete platform marking the church’s former boundary.

Parish duties were long ago subsumed into a neighbouring church. It is listed as
a memorial at War Memorials Online, in a new record of June 2020, described
as ‘rose gardens in bombed-out church and yard’ and “.... largely destroyed by
bombing [...]. The decision was made not to rebuild the church; the ruins are
now a public garden’ (War Memorials Online 2021/272121). The church site is
part of a larger scheduled monument, The London Greyfriars, which dates to
the foundation of the Greyfriars Abbey, which occupied land to the north and
west, beneath an office complex which now envelops the site. The former
churchyard of Christ Church, west of the tower, is grassed over and fringed by
iron railings (Historic England 2021/1002002).
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Figure 17

Christ Church Greyfriars from the South-East.

The Abbey church survived the Dissolution to become, in 1547, the parish
church of Christ Church, until lost in the Great Fire. It held royal connections,
providing the burial place of four English Queen Consorts (Beaton 1941, 63-70;
Kent 1947, 71-72; Swan 2015). In 1552, another post-Dissolution institution was
established in the former Abbey precincts. Christ’'s Hospital, a school for ‘needy
children’, remained a neighbour of the church until 1902 when it transferred to
Horsham, where it still flourishes. A bronze sculpture, celebrating over 500
years of its mission, was mounted on the south wall of the church in 2017

(Davies 2021).
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Historic England (2021/1359217) describes Christ Church as ‘Late 17" C, over
earlier friary, coursed rubble and Portland stone. Particularly fine west tower
and steeple, the urns replaced in fibre-glass. Only 5 bays of north wall of church
and a fragment of the south wall remain’. The Wren church rose up from the
Great Fire between 1677-91, with the tower added in 1704. See Appendix 13.

Beaton photographed ‘its vacant expanse of wreckage’ describing it as a ‘noble
but unexciting specimen of Wren’ (1941, 69-70). It was not considered for
rebuild and entered a state of limbo, pending a new role (Larkham & Nasr 2012,
380). In 1989 the garden was laid out in a style reminiscent of the Architectural
Journal booklet (1945); the levelled stumps of the nave pillars are marked by
tree planting. The ruined church building presents itself as a pleasant open
space, managed by the Corporation of the City of London, a church garden,
flanked by the five-window tracery of the north wall (City of London 2021a). A
small wooden plaque refers to the parochial transfer to St Sepulchre, close by
at Holborn Viaduct, and explains briefly that “This Wren church was destroyed
by fire bombs in December 1940'. It is a space uncluttered by signage, plaques
or church memorabilia, beyond the recent sculpture on the south wall. At the
base of the tower are remnants of the huge pineapple finials that formerly
adorned the four corners of the church. It wears its wartime history lightly; there
IS no sense that this site has a memorial function or was promoted as such in
1945. The church and garden have had ‘the sense of any visible violence’
erased, ‘traces of the act of destruction are lost in the smoothly cut, symmetrical
walls’ (Reardon 2011, 44-45). Watts describes the extent of its post-war erasure

as a ‘polite mess evoking no great thoughts of human sacrifice’ (2015).

Extraordinarily, with its obscured remembrance credentials and divided opinion
on its cultural value, Christ Church, seventy years after its partial destruction, is
again the object of promotion as a potential war memorial, in a campaign

seeking restoration in the name of almost 30000 Londoners.

7.7 The Civilians’ Memorial

In early 2016, the campaign for a Citizens’ Memorial at Christ Church Greyfriars
to ‘..commemorate the heroism and sacrifice of the citizens of London during
the Second World War ...” was featured by London Remembers
(2021/Christchurch-Greyfriars Church). A Citizens’ Memorial internet campaign
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had first appeared in 2012 as a detailed history of the site with architectural
drawings of the envisaged restoration of the east end, demolished in 1973. It
echoed the wartime debate for this bombed-out church to function as a
memorial, specifically dedicated to the civilian dead of the London Blitz. The
author and campaign instigator, lan Heron, an architecturally-trained, freelance
designer, had been campaigning on City heritage issues since 2001.The
Citizens’ Memorial plans, for the reinstatement of the south and east walls, pay
homage to the concept for Christ Church outlined by The Architectural Press
(1945). However, at the time of London Remembers’ coverage, the online
material had not been updated since October 2013 and campaigning in press
and social media, so visible in two simultaneous Bethnal Green memorial
initiatives, reviewed later, had gone quiet. The campaign appeared moribund,
suggesting that an extremely worthwhile subject had succumbed in the ‘unequal
contest’ of remembrance that it had entered. The campaign had a champion
and an articulate plan yet its attempts to foster support seemed to have faltered.
A vocal advocate for a fitting civilian memorial (Watts 2010) drew the
unfortunate conclusion that ‘a campaign in 2013 to turn [Christ Church] into a

more meaningful memorial was short-lived’ (Watts 2015).

However, in late 2017, the project re-emerged, re-energised and renamed, as
the Civilians’ Memorial. Its essence had not changed; it aims to fulfil the original
intention for the site after the War, by rebuilding the demolished walls, and
create, within the nave space, the memorial which ‘would commemorate the
fortitude and sacrifice of the wartime generation of Londoners. Twenty-eight
thousand Londoners lost their lives as a result of aerial bombardment during the

blitz, yet still they have no adequate memorial’ (Heron 2018).

An explanatory essay, accompanying the project statement, was a carefully-
worded critique of past institutional failure and disinterest in the heritage
aspects of the site. It stated that ‘the City is content that a misleading narrative
is conveyed to the many visitors to the site’ (Heron 2018). The fresh start of the
Civilians’ Memorial project, following a lengthy quiet period, appeared to have

entered a challenging phase which prompted a request to meet.
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Figure 18
Christ Church: Sketch of Civilians Memorial, 2017.

The meeting on Thursday, 8" November 2018, in the nave, at the foot of the
tower, reviewed the site’s history and the vision for its restitution. Mr Heron (IH)
is a designer with a passion for the built environment. He was born in 1943, in
London. His father worked for Bethnal Green Metropolitan Borough and his
mother held a secretarial position in the Civil Service. His father was a volunteer
ARP warden and assisted in rescue efforts at the tube disaster in March 1943.

IH recounted his view of the history of the building since it was blitzed. The
condition of Christ Church after the damage of 29"/30™" December 1940 was
chronicled at the time (Beaton 1941) and, in the years that followed, as its future
role was under consideration (Architectural Press 1945; Kent 1947). The church
lost its roof and virtually every internal feature was destroyed from pews to
memorial plagues. Nonetheless, for a seriously damaged church, it had four
walls and a tower although the six bays of the nave were marked only by the
stumps of once-grand pillars. The genesis of the Civilians’ Memorial project is
found in a childhood interest in Wren'’s churches and concern over a plan, in the
early 1970s, to demolish most of the south wall and all of the east end. A new

pavement line was to be established truncating the church by the elimination of
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the most easterly of the six bays of the nave. In 1973 the demolition went
ahead; walls which had survived the Blitz came down to widen a road. The
demolition was in the event unnecessary; the road plan was dropped. In 1989,
when the interior was planted as a rose garden, no work took place to restore
the lost fabric (Gilpin 2008, 65). In 2000, work commenced at the church site to
reinstate the truncated church footprint; IH ‘looked forward to the demolished
walls arising again. So it was disappointing when the new boundary wall

stopped at about 1.5 metres!’ (I. Heron pers. comm. 71" March 2019).

IH’s architectural pursuit started in earnest in 2005 with a proposal to the then
Chief Planning Officer of the City to rebuild the church as a visitor centre,
funded by retail units, such as bookdealers, in an echo of pre-war Paternoster
Square. This idea was soon abandoned as the City already had plans for a
centre south of St Paul's. A revision followed in 2005-6 with a proposal to
reinstate the outer fabric, as it had been, pre-demolition, at the end of the war.
IH termed this the Pineapple Project as it involved the return of the four finials to
the external corners of the church. The ‘pineapples’ are visible today on the
ground, close to the tower. For a week in June 2006, the Pineapple Project
participated in the second London Architecture Biennale with a small display of
explanatory panels on the church railings, attracting support from the architects
of the adjacent Merrill Lynch redevelopment. There was an important piece of
work in parallel; the tower which had been reconstructed in 1960, was
converted into a private residence in 2006. The Pineapple Project was widely
promoted by IH between 2006 and 2009 through a personal contact list of
politicians, cultural commentators and corporation planners. Conditional support
was given by the Chief Planning Officer, subject to funding from sources
external to the City (Garrod 2007a, 13). The proposal attracted supportive
treatment, in periodicals (Garrod 2007a; Garrod 2007b; Gilpin 2008), where it
was welcomed for its restoration of Wren'’s external vision. Garrod observed the
key success factors as firstly enthusiasm and then initiative and ‘not a little
money’ (Garrod 2007a, 19); a costing in July 2007 exceeded £3m.

In 2007 the character of the project evolved to take account of the memorial role
that had lain dormant since 1945. The project was renamed as the Pineapple
Project and Greyfriars Memorial Garden, then simplified to Greyfriars Memorial
Garden. IH acknowledges this significant change in emphasis which extended
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consideration to the internal use of the ruined space. The shift was provoked by
the 1945 pamphlet. ‘The knowledge that, at the end of the war, Christ Church,
amongst many others, was proposed to be designated for this purpose gave my
own project an overriding meaning and rationale - up to that point it had been
essentially a heritage endeavour. At last it seemed possible to make a
convincing case for repurposing the site, restoring the missing walls, and of
course eventually to enable a plausible appeal for funds to be made’ (I. Heron
pers. Comm. 9" March 2019). In this most telling passage, IH banked the
enthusiastic reception for the Pineapple proposal and deployed the influence
that civilian remembrance might have on institutional and public support. The
impact on the scale of the project, at that point uncosted, was substantial and
required a return to the drawing board. In parallel with other projects and
activities, lan continued to develop contacts. In early 2011, the project had
matured significantly and with it came a new name, The Citizens' Memorial,
which prioritised its purpose to commemorate the people of London. The main
modification to the earlier scheme was the addition of the restored sixth bay of
Wren's church, adjacent to the east wall. The existing pavement, which runs
north-south on King Edward Street, and passes the current end of the church, is
retained and accessed through pedestrian arches in the north and south walls
leading into a covered arcade where the sixth bay of the nave was before
demolition. The proposal included architect-standard elevations of a restored

altar area, the decorated pediment and windows as Wren had them built.

The website and blog using the new name was launched in May 2012 and
enjoyed some good reviews from commentators on City life and heritage
matters (London Remembers 2016; Watts 2015; Williams 2014; Woodall 2013).
The Member for the City Ward of Farringdon Within, where the church stands,
met IH twice. His enthusiastic promotion, of the scheme within the City
administration, did not result in a level of support to take it to the next level; the
revised scheme was costed at £5.2 million. IH continued to push the proposal in
2014 at a ‘Cultural Hub' workshop at the Barbican Centre, one of several City
initiatives to increase foot traffic from St Paul’s to other parts of the City. The
location of a rebuilt Christ Church would have been an undoubted historical and

cultural asset; the presentation received a minimally polite acknowledgement.
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It was at this time, as intimated eatrlier, that the project fell silent; campaigning
was put on hold for family and personal reasons. Happily, in late 2017/early
2018 the campaign was revived, rebranded as the Civilians’ Memorial (Heron
2018). At the site meeting, the rationale for the restoration of Christ Church as a

memorial space was outlined and is summarised here:

1. A key factor is the location, within sight of St Paul’s, of a Wren church
intended long ago to perform a remembrance function in its blitzed state. It
complements a route of civilian memory from Bankside via Blitz, the National
Firefighters Memorial, the People of London tablet in St Paul’s churchyard and

Postman’s Park, London’s first homage to civilian sacrifice.

2. The adverse impact of the Corporation’s demolition and unsympathetic repair

is retrievable, a view supported by independent architects.
3. There is a legacy effect from the proposal first made in 1944.

4. Its wartime destruction renders it worthy of a new, memorial role, not just as a

rare surviving symbol and relic of war but to engender a modern day meaning.

5. The installation of civilian memorial plaques at the altar of one of Wren’s
masterpieces would represent a fitting stimulus to a 215 century ministry, albeit

secular, of remembrance of civilian sacrifice in war.

The campaign approach has continued its focus on advocacy of the project
vision, a personal commitment of indefatigable networking with potential
supporters, backers and influencers. The list holds scores of contacts, ranging
across architects, surveyors, urban planners, historians, lecturers and tourist
guides. It includes high profile individuals: a former Bishop of London, a
theatrical impresario whose father had been organist at a Wren church, former

MPs and at least one former cabinet minister.

IH brought his first vision for Christ Church to the attention of senior figures in
City planning departments in 2005 and ventured into public exposure in 2012
with his blog pages for the Citizen’s Memorial. The relaunch of 2017 is no less
well argued and established on a sound historical base. As summarised above,
the 5-point rationale has conviction and logic, supported by clear illustrations of
the plan. The project however has stalled again; critical to future progress

however is the relationship with the City’s heritage and planning departments.
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Their ‘good offices’ are dependent on their reaction to the critical tone of the
2017 relaunch with its references to historical errors and inaction. Mr Heron
intends to continue campaigning, in the hope that his conviction can be
matched by others with contacts, energy and an ability to engender and

mobilise government and community support.

Our meeting concluded that this a hugely ambitious, one-man campaign, driven
by a conviction that the proposal is both right and deliverable, albeit for a few
million pounds. Furthermore, the strength of the proposal, the professionalism
of its presentation and its solid rationale, require a clear campaign strategy, a
plan of action and reinforcements. Personal advocacy alone is unequal to the
challenge of moving the project forward; the contests, provided by funding,
media and popular support, require supporters. It is difficult to foresee that
personal conviction and persuasive advocacy can alone deliver the requisite
traction; patrons, a committee, a budget and a funding plan are the elements
missing when compared with other campaigns. There are no imperatives that
carry this campaign, no burning political reason for the take-up by local or
national government and public interest requires a stimulus to move from

broadly supportive to one demanding action.

Following the site meeting, regular contact with IH continued and during the
early part of 2019 some progress was evident, albeit short-lived. Lobbying of
Historic England had been productive with respect to the memorial aspect of the
campaign. Their response to the project proposal saw a civilian memorial as a
positive idea and they had ‘no objection’ to it in principle. A willingness to
discuss ideas on improved interpretation within the ruin and matters of
commemoration was offered. On the reconstruction proposal, while regretting
the lost fabric in the 1970s, they remained unconvinced believing the aesthetic
values of Wren’s design combined with the ruined walls sufficiently evoked the
memory of the Blitz (Pers.comm |. Heron). IH was disappointed as the

restoration is a sine qua non; the memorial options were not followed-up.

In the on-site exchanges in November 2018, the enlisting of Winston Ramsey
was suggested, given his forthright views on London’s civilian remembrance
void and belief that Christ Church had sufficient stature to fill it (1998; 1997). His

initial response in January 2019 was positive, thinking the memorial a ‘grand
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idea’, promising wholehearted support and a head-on approach to the City. He
set out to check the status of the Christ’'s Hospital Memorial and what had been
involved in its installation. After a long silence, Mr Ramsey abruptly withdrew.
He cited the extant, if not publicly acknowledged, designation by the City
Corporation of Christ Church as a memorial. Regardless of cause, the failure of
the Ramsey initiative was dispiriting. It exemplified, brusquely, the tribulations of
contested remembrance. It seems likely that it is an issue of what constitutes a
memorial and who benefits from it. The constitution of Christ Church as a war
memorial, because it curates wartime damage and presents evidence of the
destructive power of bombing, seems a poor fit for the type of civilian
commemoration implicit in Ramsey’s comments in 1988 and 1997. A
designation, without public acknowledgement, benefits no party. It conjures the
notion of abjection, a place of memory without the lifeblood of social interaction
and collective meaning. Nonetheless that designation was presented as the

pretext for withdrawal of a potentially strong supporter.

As this research project reaches its conclusion, the status of the Civilians’
Memorial is uncertain. Undaunted, 15 years of campaigning have been pursued
to articulate important heritage and remembrance matters, through numerous
iterations. There have been episodes of interest and support followed by
indifference and silence. Leverage of a well-argued position has lacked the
oxygen of widespread public support and media interest. It remains a lone
endeavour; additional resource, to manage the complexity of a combined
heritage restoration and remembrance initiative, has not been developed. The
disappointed reaction to the rejection, by Historic England, of the restoration
argument, saw support, in principle, for work that could develop into effective
civilian commemoration, not pursued. This suggests that civilian remembrance
was an expedient to gain support for and funding of an increasingly expensive
rebuilding. IH has single-mindedly pursued a heritage project, born of distaste at
architectural vandalism, whose future requires an acceptance of past mistakes

which even the leverage of remembrance has struggled to achieve.

The open space today, frequented by city workers and visitors, is not the
unrestored monument/symbol of the Blitz advocated by artists, writers and
architects in the 1940s. It is not as the bombs left it, a damaged church,
resistant to attack and surviving, albeit as war-wounded. It is not a memorial in
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any sense that would stimulate individual or collective remembrance, other than
its own demise. The irony of further disfigurement, unnecessarily inflicted by its
curators, is not lost on the project’s creator whose relentless advocacy and
dogged pursuit have perhaps won the argument but at a cost of alienation of
those in whose gift the progress to restoration lies.

7.8 Summary

This chapter has isolated two civilian commemorative typologies from a
universe that is undeniably limited. There are about 1200 Blitz memorials on
record of which half are dedicated; the remainder are extensions of WWI and
WWII remembrance. Cemetery monuments and ruined churches begin the
civilian remembrance timeline and both are the product of state and institutional
discourse, distanced in form, meaning and time, from the personal memories,
socially transacted through groups and communities, which typify more recent
initiatives, visible in the case studies to come. They were a product of politics
and information management, minimal authority deference to civilian death and

bereavement and a contest between heritage issues and remembrance.

Burial practice, under wartime constraints, determined Blitz remembrance in the
early years of peace, leaving a questionable post-war legacy of drab
monuments and a breakdown in social intercourse at the 100 mass grave sites;

with few exceptions, they are distanced from any semblance of remembrance.

Ruined churches pitch heritage conservation in a contest with remembrance. In
London, a well-meaning attempt to combine both came to nothing at the war’s
end although, in some regional cities, such as Bristol, Coventry and Plymouth,
this has been achieved. London has no ruined church that explicitly addresses
civilian remembrance and, in the case cited, an attempt to leverage it into a
heritage endeavour has, to date, served neither well. It exemplifies starkly the
challenge of contested remembrance and the consequences of an unsupported

lone crusade in a world of competing heritage and remembrance endeavours.
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8. LONDON

1f London is to get the Blitz Spirit memorial it deserves — a dignified sculpture in
a prominent public place, dedicated to all Londoners who experienced the Blitz
— it requires somebody to take the initiative. And that, ironically, would chime
against the spirit of the Blitz: one of exaggerated nonchalance at what took

place over London in the winter of 1940-7941’
Blog extract: Why is there no London monument for the Blitz? (Watts 2010).

8.1 Introduction

The 600 or so items of dedicated Blitz remembrance are the visible
representations of the civilian conflict in a post-war environment of sweeping
urban renewal and a predominantly military commemorative landscape. They
are more visible in London than elsewhere given the capital’s extended
experience of bombardment. The next two chapters focus on London and each
recognises an important distinction in the source of remembrance. In Chapter
Two, paradigms of remembrance isolated state-centred, social agency and
popular memory, the latter representing voluntary enterprise through which
collaborative, commemorative output is channelled (Ashplant et al 2000, 3-85).
Two examples of popular memory, emerging from the grass-roots of society in
Bethnal Green are analysed and compared in Chapter 9. This chapter
addresses commemorative outcomes that reflect the transacting of
remembrance through institutions targeting national and metropolitan agendas.

The analysis commences at a small church garden in London’s West End.

8.2 St James’s Church Garden

On October 14" 1940, St James’s Church, Piccadilly suffered serious bomb
damage. Tragically, the curate and his wife were killed. They are remembered
on a plaque inside the restored church. A rare version of Wren’s work, outside
of the City of London, St James’s damage was captured in a 1942 version of a
celebrated colour film of the Blitz (Britain at War 1946; Newman 2011 [1948]).
The church was restored and re-dedicated by 1954 but, 8 years previously, an
early symbol of civilian remembrance had been unveiled (Kent 1947, 122-123).
In May 1946, Queen Mary, H.M. The Queen Mother, opened the Garden of
Remembrance in St James’s churchyard, marked by a ‘neatly constructed

board facing the pavement’ with the following commendation:
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The garden on this bomb damaged site was given by the late Viscount
Southwood on behalf of the Daily Herald to commemorate the courage

and fortitude of the people of London in the Second World War

Southwood, publisher and newspaper magnate, had died only a month prior to
the royal unveiling. His bequest had purchased and restored a site which
survives today as a pleasant yet modest space dotted with shrubs, trees,
planters and seats. The site is to the west of the church yard. Its unequivocal
commemoration of the courage of Londoners is still signified by the ‘neatly
constructed’ wooden board, signed in the corner, Gerrard 1946. It now faces the
west wall of the church, above the considerably more pretentious Southwood
Memorial, a Portland stone oval fountain with bronze figures of children on
dolphins and conch shells. The fountain is ‘22ft 3" by 13 ft 3", with a high back,
inscribed ‘Viscount Southwood’, against the bequeathed, raised garden, which
is accessed by steps on either side (Historic England 2021/1031599). See a
brief dossier in Appendix 14.

The rear of the monument wall has two niches containing the cremated ashes
of the Viscount and his wife. The monument was completed in 1948, two years
after the garden was opened. Its listing cites the quality of the sculpture, a novel
piece of garden design and a poignant memorial from the first days of post-war
reconstruction (Historic England 2021/Southwood Memorial in St James’s
Churchyard). The garden includes a statue, in its far south west corner, by the
sculptor of the fountain and its figures. It is just visible on the left of the

photograph below. A stone panel, next to the statue, reads:

This garden within the curtilage of St James’s Church, until 1945 known
as the ‘green churchyard’,” was dedicated to the bravery of ordinary
Londoners shown in the Second World War. A statue of ‘Peace’ (Alfred
Hardiman R.A.) stands among the trees and this calm space serves as a

living act of remembrance and prayer for peace and courage in the world

This dedication appears to date from a 2012 garden refurbishment. The finish of
the plaque is regrettable and its message confusing. In attempting to clarify the
role of the statue, a dilution of the original civilian role is implied, probably
unintentionally. The extension of the garden’s mission, to a world peace
agenda, dilutes what the Historic England listing recognised: the poignancy of
the garden’s creation, amid the destructiveness of war, and its foundations in
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post-war recovery. The stone close to the statue is makeshift; previous
inscriptions are crudely effaced and super-imposed with poorly thought-out
generalising sentiments. The piecemeal commemoration continues with a stone
plague on the church wall several metres from the garden. It reiterates the
original commendation, but for the link to the Herald newspaper, of which
Southwood had been Chairman (War Memorials Online 2021/135601).

Figure 19
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Southwood Memorial and Garden of Remembrance, St James’s.
The site, its garden and monument, exemplifies the ‘peculiarities of Blitz
remembrance in London’, characterised as restrained, disjointed, fragmentary
and muddled, in previous on-site analysis (Moshenska 2010b, 5 & 18-19).
These characteristics were readily observable in 2015, yet the site’s importance
projects beyond its idiosyncrasies. In 1946, very senior royal and clerical
parties, a Queen and London’s Bishop, stood close to a damaged church, and
what was to become Southwood’s memorial and grave, to open a small garden,
in the name of the courage and fortitude of the people of London. The plans for
national recognition of civil and military dead, documented previously, had

faltered, yet this initiative was fulfilled. This was one of the earliest civilian
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commemorations framing bravery within the realities of bomb damage and
reconstruction. Southwood’s bequest clearly held an importance to merit royal
patronage. The garden had no pretensions in 1946, beyond the eloquence of
Kent's neat board, yet the recent, still bitter civilian experience of death and
destruction is somehow channelled through the qualities of courage and

fortitude that Southwood’s bequest promoted.

The garden today does not communicate its royal endorsement; it is one of
several quiet church places across London, small oases in a frenetic city. The
qualities espoused were later to be crystallised into a limited Blitz narrative, that
speaks only to ‘spirit’, yet the St James’s memorial garden, established so close
to the Blitz, transcends the later twists of meaning, to represent the foundation-
stone of London’s elusive civilian remembrance on which more recent attempts

at commemoration have attempted to build.

8.3 ‘Blitz’ and The People of London

Two monuments which evoke the Blitz lie either side of St Paul’s Cathedral. On
the south side, stands a striking monument depicting three wartime firemen
tackling a blaze. Blitz was unveiled by the Queen Mother in 1991, fifty years
after the nominal end of the London Blitz, naming the 1,000 who had died
across the country in WWIL. It is located on Sermon Hill, at the top of the Jubilee
walkway, which joins the Thames at the Millennium Bridge. The bronze action
figure now carries the names of over 2,000 firefighters lost in action across the
country not only in war but also in peacetime. It was relocated to its present
position, with an extended plinth, to accommodate this changed emphasis, and
re-dedicated as the National Fire Service Memorial in 2003 (The Firefighters
Memorial Trust 2021).

Its original commissioning, by the Guild of Firefighters, was strongly invested in
London’s Blitz, despite its national representation. In 1958, the WWII fire service
dead in London were remembered in the Memorial Hall at the former London
Fire Brigade HQ on Albert Embankment, Lambeth (WMR12161). The memorial
there carries the names of 336 fire service personnel who died in service in
WWII; 300 of which served as auxiliaries. The memorial’s inscription, above the
panels listing those killed on duty, acknowledges the partnership of regular
firemen and the auxiliary fire services. A sculpture, The Fireman's Blitz,

presented in the mid-1980s, by C.T. Demarne, former Chief Fire Officer of West
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Ham, forms part of the overall memorial but is listed separately (WMR 56711).
The future for the memorial, within a still-active station, is in some doubt,

pending development of the site (London Fire Brigade 2019).

C. T. Demarne (1905-2007) is a key figure in the remembrance of the wartime
fire service, directly as a senior officer throughout the Blitz and in his memoirs
and articles after the war. The service and sacrifices of fire service personnel
were chronicled in Demarne’s The London Blitz: A Fireman’s Tale, a slim
paperback published in 1980. In 1988 Demarne contributed to The Blitz: Then
and Now Vol Il (Ramsey 1988), whose publisher re-released Fireman’s Tale,
coinciding with the 50th anniversary of the London Blitz, in 1991. Demarne, with
Ramsey’s support contributed to a revival of interest in and remembrance of the
fire service almost half a century after their wartime exploits and their

promotion, for propaganda and entertainment purposes, in books and films.

Demarne is credited with the memorial concept of Blitz and the sculptor was his
son-in-law, John W. Mills. The aforementioned gift from Demarne to the LFB
Memorial Hall in the 1980s is a model of the sculpture. Details of the monument
are in Appendix 15. The WMR record (IWM 2021/11777) describes it as
‘National Firefighters WW2’, a clumsy reconstruction of the wordy inscription,
which, amid a confusion of font sizes, tries to cover all of the facets of the
original and amended roles. The Firefighters Memorial Trust is the monument’s
custodian and holds a service of remembrance each year. The 2021 Service
has been cancelled with an intention to resume in 2022. The evolution of this
memorial and its dedication to represent all firefighters, everywhere and for all
times, is an important act of remembrance, although the end result of the
changes may be criticised. The sculptor’s intention was for the sculpture to be
closer to ground level, the extra height makes the firemen seem remote. Even
with the extra height, the doubling of the names leads to a crammed
presentation. The 2003 change in emphasis, albeit more holistic and inclusive,
was viewed with alarm, by former Blitz firemen and their descendants, fearful
that the role and sacrifice, notably of the AFS, was being diluted (S. Maltman
pers.comm. 14 January 2019). However, by the time of the re-dedication a
programme of dedicated fire remembrance was already well established, under

their own auspices, as summarised in Appendix 24.

164



Its standing, as a WWII memorial, following rededication, has, in this sense,
diminished. However, despite its amended role, its representation of the Blitz
remains evocative, linked geographically with another tribute to Londoners and

their fortitude, on the northern side of the Cathedral, in St Paul’s Churchyard.

The People of London Memorial (Kindersley 2021), a circular tablet, is located
close to the Cathedral’s North Door, at the centre of a paved circular plaza
through which pedestrians from Paternoster Square can pass, via Canon Lane,
to Newgate Street. Location details are in Appendix 16. On the 3-tonne

limestone block, a Churchillian quote exalts the qualities of the city’s people:
In War, Resolution. In Defeat, Defiance.
In Victory, Magnanimity. In Peace, Goodwill.

The polished stone, about a metre in diameter and half a metre high, has the

following dedication around the side:
The People of London 1939-45 Remembered before God

Figure 20
The People of London Tablet, St Paul’s Cathedral Churchyard.

Certain anniversaries are deemed important and inspire remembrance
initiatives; in 1995, the 50" anniversary, of the end of the war in Europe, was
the stimulus for the Evening Standard to launch a campaign which promised the
recognition of London’s civilians and encouraged reader funds accordingly.
London Remembers, an online searchable database of the capital’s monuments
and memorials, describes it as commemorating ‘the 30,000 Londoners who
died in air raids’ (2021). The campaign came to fruition close to VE day in May

1999. It was an occasion befitting the attendance of Queen Elizabeth, the
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Queen Mother, who unveiled the memorial in the shadow of London’s most
iconic Blitz survivor, St Paul’s Cathedral (IWM 2021/WMR 17959).

This memorial project had a clear objective, a prominent site, a celebrated
sculptor and royal patronage. It successfully tapped into popular sentiment to
bring to public space a ‘people’s’ monument when London and the nation were
addressing remembrance across a broad range of largely military
commemorations. In the 22 years, since its unveiling, it remains an attractive
piece of urban furniture, but it has been eclipsed by the more prominent
memorials, explored earlier. This may be related to its remove from the
memorial intensity of the West End, its ground-level presentation or the
generalised sentiment it projects. There is a lack of clarity in what and who it
represents. Distanced in time, from the publicity attending its highly visible
unveiling, the dedication is perhaps too enigmatic and unable to contribute to a
better understanding of this important part of London’s history. The all-
embracing dedication to Londoners does not specifically reference the Blitz or
the 30,000 civilian casualties. A clarification of what the memorial represents is
to be found close by; set flush in the paving, is a six-inch square plaque which
explains the genesis of the tablet and its enigmatic declarations. The words are
in a spiral:

This memorial, subscribed by readers of the Evening Standard, is

dedicated to the People of London for their fortitude during the Second

World War.

This memorial addition is easily missed yet its message helps in understanding
the monument’s otherwise obscure meaning. The message establishes the
stone’s newspaper provenance and its intended commemorative outcome; a
monument to fortitude, the very characteristic, worthy of undoubted respect,
celebrated over 50 years earlier, by the Southwood bequest. The People of
London Tablet, furthermore, materialises the popular narrative of the Blitz, the
admirable response of the people. However, any representation of civilian
casualties is obscure, any symbolism of civilian loss, enshrined in the stone and
its inscriptions, too tenuous for substantive engagement and social interaction.
In the absence of symbolic clue or representative form, the intended meaning
of this stone is lost. In place of a memorial to the civilian dead, London has

another monument to Blitz Spirit.
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8.4 Civilians Remembered

On the night of December 29"/30th1940, during the heavy raids that decimated
the City of London, a riverside complex of warehouses at Hermitage Whatrf,
Wapping, was destroyed. Wapping, a once-thriving dockland neighbourhood, is
the part of the former Metropolitan Borough of Stepney, that lies just east of the
City. It sustained terrible damage and many fatalities throughout the war; the
courage and resourcefulness of its local people are colourfully described in the
memoirs of the wartime mayor (Lewey 1944). The cleared site had many post-
war uses but was largely derelict during the 1980s dockland decline. It
nonetheless survives today as the Hermitage Riverside Memorial Garden, a
pleasant open space, with a 200-yard-wide river frontage, giving uninterrupted
views of the Thames and Tower Bridge. On its three landward sides it is
overlooked by smart apartment blocks and dockland heritage, including the
restored lock and gates for the now-filled Western Docks. In its south-west
corner, stands a substantial block of polished marble, circa 3 metres high and 2
metres wide, on a Portland stone base. The shape of a dove of peace has been
cut from the block (War Memorials Online 2021/166517). This is the Memorial
to the Civilians of East London (IWM 2021/WMR 63346). It was designed by a
local sculptor (Taylor 2021):

Figure 21
Hermitage Riverside Memorial. 2008. Wapping.
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A small gathering of about 100 people attended its unveiling in 2008. The

then Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, Hazel Blears,
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paid tribute to the unflinching courage of the people of the East End, observing
that ‘Blitz Spirit’ was born in Wapping, where the ‘last riverside site’ has been
saved for the community (East London Advertiser 2008). The event marked
the end of a prolonged, bruising and divisive campaign to prevent
residential development of this space which presented an opportunity for
open-access to the riverside along this stretch, where much of the Thames
Path, from the City to Shadwell, is behind converted wharves and apartment
blocks. The site was saved after a 20-year community campaign in which

remembrance of the Blitz played a significant role.

In 1981, an unelected governmental organisation was established to transform
the large areas of East London left derelict by the post-war decline in traditional
dockland operations. The London Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC)
had extensive land purchase and planning powers and was bent on renewal
through, inter-alia, riverside residential development. In the late 1980s a
substantial land block had opened up alongside the Hermitage Wharf site; had
development positions been progressed, public waterfront access would have
been denied. Grass-roots opponents sought support through Tower Hamlets
Council, whose position was compromised by a lucrative deal struck with LDDC
which had opened up the two-acre site adjacent to the former wharf (Ramsey
1997, 23). Local people, with familial links to the devastation of the Blitz in
Stepney, formed the Hermitage Environment Group in 1991 to forestall LDDC
plans. Another group of local activists adopted a more direct campaign style,
embracing protest marches, council meeting demonstrations, fly-posting and
media publicity. In early 1995, led by Marianne Fredericks and Meryl Thomas,
they had joined with the Hermitage Environment Group to form Civilians
Remembered to campaign for a memorial and space to honour London’s Blitz
victims. The name had been suggested by John Mills, the sculptor of the
firemen’s memorial near St Paul’s (1997, 22). It was the creation of Civilians
Remembered which transformed the emphasis of the campaign from public
amenity provision to Blitz remembrance. This is nowhere better communicated
than the community’s web pages of the time. These present a justification,
floridly vested in the nationwide civilian sacrifice of WWII, when ‘this small
island nation bravely stood alone, against the full might of Hitler fascism, in

defence of liberty, justice and democracy’. The pages reiterate the unwavering
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civilian response and speak of the death of many civilians. The web content is
surrounded by blazing torches and accompanied by the trumpeting of the ‘Last
Post’. It unequivocally advocates a dedicated war memorial serving as a
universal reminder to remain ‘vigilant in safeguarding this hard won freedom...’.
While the context is national, the emphasis is on an ‘East London WW2
Memorial for Civilians 1939-1945’ (Civilians Remembered 2021a)
encompassing space for community memorial purposes as opposed to luxury
housing. The combination of local issues and remembrance ran the risk of
diluting the campaign but this did not deter an early-day motion, with 112
signatures, in the Commons:
That this House believes strongly that 50 years after the end of the
Second World War, it is high time that a memorial be built in East London
to civilians who suffered continuous bombing, and who died in the blitz,
and to dock workers who risked their lives to keep the London Docks
open; and further believes that Hermitage Wharf, the last remaining
suitable riverside site in Tower Hamlets, is an ideal location for a
memorial park which would both enable the survivors and their
descendants to enjoy the riverside, very little of which is accessible to
East Enders, and would be a lasting memorial to the courage of the
population of London (UK Parliament 2021 [1996]).

Effective campaigning, with the endorsement of a well-supported parliamentary
motion, secured a Public Inquiry into the development plans for ‘the last
remaining available site on Wapping's Riverside’ (Civilians Remembered
2021a). In 1997, the Inquiry rejected the proposal of the LDDC and its chosen
developer, Berkeley Homes. It added that the Hermitage site was appropriate
for the construction of a 'Civilians Remembered War Memorial’ and quiet
waterfront garden at its western end (Civilians Remembered 2021a). The
overall development, including land adjacent to the former wharf site, was now
conditional on the accommodation of a memorial and garden space. This was a
major campaigning achievement but progress after 1997 was slow and
fractious, not only in negotiations with the developer but within the campaign
group itself. In seven years, between 1997 and 2004, Civilians Remembered
progress reports (2021b) speak of contestation over the form and scale of the

memorial garden; proposals and counter proposals were traded between the
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campaign group and the developer. The campaign group desired the whole site
to be based around remembrance, with a visitors’ restaurant and

educational/study space. This impinged on the residential potential of the site.

The coalition of those who sought the protection of space and others with a
comprehensive remembrance agenda came under pressure. The machinations
of this period, save for the partisan pages of Civilians Remembered, are not
available for detailed scrutiny. However, in a telling post-script, After the Battle
magazine, which had covered the campaign in 1997, confirmed the continued
wrangling, over the nature of the memorial garden, and a breach between the
constituent partners of Civilians Remembered (Margry 2010, 55).

In 2002, the campaign group had splintered; the Hermitage Environment Group
had resumed its independence and had submitted its own plans to the council.
However, in April 2004, Civilians Remembered, by now constituted as a Trust,
were claiming that Tower Hamlets planning committee had passed its
application for a Civilians Remembered Memorial at Hermitage Riverside in
Wapping, ‘the culmination of many years of campaigning’. This was an
ambitious plan, uncosted, at least in the public domain, incorporating a
Memorial Pavilion featuring a roll of honour commemorating those who lost their
lives during World War Two. The plan sought ‘a fitting and long over-due
national memorial to the civilians killed and injured in WW2’ (Civilians
Remembered 2021b). Had this been delivered London and the nation would, at

last and in full, have embraced the remembrance of its civilian dead.

This short summary exposes the confusion, and ultimately the fault-line, of
campaigning on two fronts. The Hermitage Riverside Memorial Garden, that
emerged in 2008, dispels any notion of a holistic site of remembrance. None of
the plans, optimistically declared in 2004, were delivered. What is seen today is,
in its essentials, that proposed in 2002: a public space, some 200 yards wide by
50 yards deep, with seats, shrubs and sward, with an uninterrupted riverside
outlook. The monument itself is tasteful, evocative and symbolic, albeit
surrounded by a high security fence. However, the memorial is specifically
dedicated to a narrower civilian universe than advocated in the 2004 plan.

Repeated on opposite sides of the stone base is the following text:
2ND WORLD WAR 1939-45

MEMORIAL TO THE CIVILIANS OF EAST LONDON
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It is unclear what is meant by East London so the memorial is far from ‘the only
public memorial to the thousands killed in the London Blitz’ suggested in
coverage of the unveiling (East London Advertiser 2008). An adjacent
board, see Figure 22, however, speaks of tens of thousands of casualties
in London and major cities. There is no acknowledgement that the
memorial and space are the resolution of 17 years of negotiation and
challenge, positioned as a community fighting the rapacity of the developer,
under the banners of first, the Hermitage Environment Group and, second,
Civilians Remembered. The protracted campaign, 1991-2008, illustrates that
the plans of a powerful alliance of an unelected organisation, with extensive
planning powers, and private developers can be successfully opposed.
However, the coalition of the opponents had a fault-line which appears to have
been exposed as the national/metropolitan remembrance ambitions for the
Memorial Garden departed from an original desire to prevent the loss of public
access to the riverside. On one side will be those for whom this protracted
wrangle with private developers is a great success; in the materialisation of the
park and its monument, the desired public breathing space, in an otherwise
private river frontage, was delivered. For others, the outcome will have proved
to be anything but a successful culmination. The Civilians Remembered web
pages abruptly end in 2004. In 2009, when the Trust is formally closed, they
resume, briefly, with a poignant, if less than convincing, valediction which
declares that ‘Thanks to the success of our Community's 'Civilians
Remembered Campaign’, Wapping's Hermitage now has a WW2 Memorial, we
will never forget them’ (2021b). However, the adjacent plaque reveals that the

claimed success is illusory; Civilians Remembered is unacknowledged:
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Figure 22

Hermitage Riverside Memorial Garden Plaque. 2008.

The garden and memorial sculpture are in memory of the East London civilians who were killed
and injured in the Second World War, 1939-1945, and of the suffering of those who lost relatives,
friends and homes.

Tens of thousands of men, women and children lost life and limb in the wartime bombing of

London and other major cities. More than a million homes were destroyed. The most intense
bombing occurred between September 1940 and May 1941 and became known as the Blitz
(from the German "Blitzkrieg" meaning "lightning war"). In the first three months of the Blitz
bombs rained on London almost every night.

The Port of London, with its docks, warehouses and industry, was an important strategic target
for the German bombers and an easy one to locate along the Thames. Countiess bombs also
fell on the surrounding densely packed streets of East and South East London, which were
home to many of London's poorest families. The consequences were devastating. On this site
stood the Hermitage Wharf, which was hit during a massive firebomb raid on the City of London
on 29 December 1940.

The memorial sculpture was designed by Wendy Taylor CBE. The symbol of the dove is
intended to suggest hope, rather than dwell intrusively on the dead. Its representation as an
absence signifies the loved ones who were lost. The garden and sculpture were commissioned
by the Hermitage Environment Group and funded by the generous contributions of the Berkeley
Group Holdings plc, the Williams Charitable Trust, the Garfield Weston Foundation and many
other individuals and businesses.

The eclipse of Civilians Remembered illustrates the bruising nature of contested
remembrance. Its role, from 1995 when it galvanised the project, with Marianne
Fredericks at the forefront (Ramsey 1997, 23-26), is completely overlooked. It
has not been possible to gain direct insight from within the campaign; Ms.
Fredericks has been a Ward member on the City of London Council for many
years, holding several significant committee positions; regrettably, attempts to

make contact were not met with a response.

The plaque holds clues to the compromises and conflicts that produced the
memorial and site seen today. The leading contributor cited is the developer,
Berkeley Homes, whose Chairman was also a member of the Trust. It might be
observed that the developer won the unequal contest, through a ‘“Trojan horse’
tactic. However, by joining the remembrance campaign, an inevitable curtailing

of the development ambition was acknowledged.

In 2008 the Hermitage Riverside Memorial Garden was finally opened after 17
years of campaigning, for public riverside space, amid rampant post-war
redevelopment of the former Docklands. The outcome is a testament to
tenacity, sustained despite division, a victory over an unelected determination of
public space. The harnessing of parliamentary and local authority support is an
example of the management of the politics of war memory at the heart of
contested remembrance. The price paid however is compromise. The civilian
commemoration is not the memorial for London and the Nation that part of the
campaign coalition hoped for. It is however a belated acknowledgement, in

symbolic form, of the human cost of the Blitz. There is no hint, 13 years after the
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Garden’s opening, of the contest from which it sprang, one where a memorial
for civilians was appropriated to signify a disputed tract of land and persuade
national and local authorities of the wisdom of its public access. The analysis
here shows the nature of contestation, in many of its facets: the separation of
meaning, the infighting and the conflict of objectives. Remembrance brought the

campaign to its triumph and also to its fracture.

8.5 Summary

There is a telling phrase on the Hermitage Wharf commemorative plaque: rather
than dwell intrusively on the dead, which echoes a view from the 2002 planning

document from the Hermitage Environment Group, the formal commissioners of
Wendy Taylor’s ‘Dove’. In the sculptor’s opinion, presumably reflecting her brief,
the memorial should represent something to celebrate and honour, not be

onerous or oppressive (Taylor 2021).

The remark is an implicit rebuke of the direction that the campaign was taking
before the split. It also suggests, almost certainly unintentionally, an
uncomfortable exclusion of remembering the dead from the honouring of
civilians, the theme, explored by Noakes (2020), discussed earlier. The
commissioners, of the ‘Dove’ and its symbolism of hope, were from families with
personal experience of loss and grief. For them, death may have become
oppressive and best addressed obliquely. As said elsewhere, there is no single
standard nor set of rules for the translation of personal memory into public
remembrance. Nonetheless, the point raises a more general observation:
avoidance of the civilian dead, in the monumental narrative, has emerged as a
definite pattern in this chapter of commemorations. London is pre-occupied, as
are Watts’ epigraph remarks, with monuments where civilian resilience and

spirit are metaphors for the unspoken acknowledgement of the civilian dead.

The actors herein are not the purveyors of state-centred discourse but are
stakeholders in the needs of their social milieu, their family and community. At
Hermitage Wharf, they sprang from the locality, mobilising family wartime
experience and memories, to form a memory group of the type defined by
Dawson (2005, 154), fighting for space to relax and remember. Their
confrontation with business imperatives was bruising, certainly compromised.
but ultimately, for some, successful. The ‘(unequal) struggle to install particular
memories at the centre of a cultural world, at the expense of others which are
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marginalised & forgotten’ is perhaps no better exemplified than in this case
study (Ashplant et al 2004, ix).

This chapter, of a select group of commemorations with civilians at their heart,
has shown the contestation of meaning that occurs not only between
conception and implementation but also in the years that follow. It was never in
the newspaper magnate’s imagination to create a memorial extolling virtues that
now inhabit the limited world of the myth of Blitz Spirit to the exclusion of a
better understanding of the civilian experience that he sought to commemorate.
The Evening Standard’s intention was to recognise civilian loss but its reader
funds built a ‘dignified sculpture in a prominent public place, dedicated to all
Londoners who experienced the Blitz’ (Watts 2010), in which the civilian dead
were lost in material translation and enigmatic wordage. At a time when new
memorials, of the Battle of Britain, Bomber Command, Animals and Women at
War, were conceived and implemented, a memorial intending civilian
remembrance had moved from drawing board to planning committee, only for

factional differences to quash its ambition.

This review echoes some of the problems of monuments discussed previously.
They, with the exception of Blitz, have evident limitations in their unnamed
victims. Engagement is reduced by location and passivity; none feature in
routine community remembrance. They show that bringing civilian
remembrance to the world is difficult; the pressures on intention, implementation
and interpretation are enormous, in a crowded commemorative landscape.
They exhibit limitations in meaning that are compromised by time and narrative.
As a counter, to this wholly negative assessment, they are representatives of a
limited, elusive canon of civilian commemorative material, precious exemplars
of good intention and remembrance, however flawed, without which the
experience of civilians in the Blitz would have no mark, no public essence. This
essence is shared in commemorative practices and processes at local,
community level, no less committed to the task of creating engaging sites of
memory. The thesis now examines two of those initiatives from the same

London neighbourhood.
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9. BETHNAL GREEN

‘When war is done, count the cost, on 19 steps 200 were lost’.
Lyric from Bethnal Green Tube Disaster, Frank Povey & the Pyros (1991).

9.1 Introduction

Bethnal Green is a district within the London Borough of Tower Hamlets. Until
1965, it was a Metropolitan Borough, governing about 110,000 people, in an
area of around 1.2 square miles, surrounded by Shoreditch in the west,
Hackney to the north and Bow and Mile End in the east. On its southern border
it fringed Whitechapel, Poplar and Stepney. During the war it was heavily
bombed, suffering almost 600 fatalities; incidents in the borough bracket the air
war timeline. On 7" September, in one of the costliest incidents of the first night
of the Blitz, a bomb penetrated a shelter under the Market building on Columbia
Road. On 13" June 1944, London’s first V1 casualties were sustained at Grove
Road in the east of the borough (East London History Society 1994). Finally, in
the last major incident of the war, on March 27%, 1945, a V-2 rocket killed 134
people at Hughes Mansions, Vallance Road, on the southern border with
Stepney (Demarne 1980, 88). The worst civilian incident of the war, with the
highest official death toll of 173, took place in the borough on the night of 3™
March 1943, at the entrance to the Bethnal Green underground station,
precipitated by air-raid sirens and the firing of new rocket batteries in an
adjacent park. This and the incident at Columbia Market are the subject of
recently completed remembrance projects exposing previously obscured history
to public gaze through grass-roots activism and commemoration. The projects,
just a mile apart, share the struggle to get extraordinary stories told in the
places where intensely personal memories of fatal wartime events were formed.
The commemorative responses differ markedly, exhibiting diverse motives,

meanings and methods in the contesting of civilian remembrance.

9.2 Columbia Market Air Raid Shelter

Columbia Road is at the far western edge of the former borough. It extends for
half-a-mile and starts and finishes on the road from Shoreditch to Hackney. In
the west, it runs on an east-west axis until Ravenscroft Gardens, where it turns
north-east to rejoin Hackney Road. It has hosted a well-known street flower
market for many years continuing a tradition, from the establishment in 1859 of

175



a covered market and dwellings, built in a grand Victorian-Gothic style.
Columbia Market and Buildings was funded by a banking heiress, Lady Burdett-
Coutts. The dwellings were superior to much of the surrounding residential
stock, housing a library and laundry. The market building had space for 400
stalls; a basement storage area was designated as an air-raid shelter by 1940
and could accommodate up to 1000 people (Betts 2005). The Columbia Market
buildings survived the war despite the damage of 1940 but its market, never as
successful as others in London, declined rapidly after the war; by 1958 it had
been demolished. The site is now replaced by the Dorset Square Estate, next to
Ravenscroft Gardens, and a 20-storey tower block, Sivill House; the only
evidence of the huge ‘folly’ is found in a set of gates to a post-war nursery
school (G. Twist Pers. Comm. 3 November 2015; The Gentle Author 2013). A
visit to Columbia Road in 2013 readily noted the divide between post-war estate
development on its northern side and the gentrified 1930’s estates and mid-
Victorian terraces, around Quilter Street and Jesus Green, to the south. Two
small cardboard crosses, in a circular flower-bed at the foot of Sivill House,
signified that something worthy of remembrance had occurred here.

On the 7t September 1940, the CWGC records 586 civilian deaths in bombing
raids across the country. Two of the more serious incidents occurred less than a
mile apart yet received contrasting news coverage at the time. The incident at
Columbia Market was widely reported, albeit after the delay of 48 hours
imposed by authorities. The Manchester Guardian describes the ‘Bomb’s Havoc
in Crowded Public Shelter’ suggesting the shelterers were unlucky as the bomb
penetrated a ventilation shaft; fourteen deaths were admitted but the location,
as became the norm, was disguised, in this case, as an ‘East London district’
(1940). The destruction of a Peabody Trust tenement on John Fisher Street,
Whitechapel, which killed seventy-eight residents and visitors, was not publicly
acknowledged at the time. This fuelled discontent as the local populace knew
what had transpired (The Days of Glory 2010). In 1995 the Trust erected a
plaque, after detailed research, naming the victims (IWM 2021/ WMR39889).
The Columbia Road incident had more coverage because of Churchill’s visit on
the 8" September. Observations by Major-General Ismay, who was with
Churchill when he ‘went first’ to Columbia Road, on the morning after the raid,

suggest it was well received; ‘about 40 of the inmates (sic) had been killed and a
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very large number wounded’ (Gardiner 2010, 28-29). People were still searching
the site and the crowd rallied to the Prime Minister, impressed with his show of
emotion and defiance (Larson 2020, 215-216). Eye-witness accounts of the
tragedy paint a darker picture (Betts 2005; Gunner 2005). The adequacy of the
shelter, under a glass skylight, is questioned and the bomb which fell on the 100
or so shelterers was no fluke (Rennie 2014) rather the same ‘calculable certainty’
that befell Hallsville School 3 days later (Calder 1940, 227).

It is obvious, in the contrast in urban fabric, that war has dramatically changed
Columbia Road. Dorset Estate was started by 1957 and Sivill House by 1963.
Many of the bombed moved away, by choice or of necessity, never to return, in
the well-chronicled East End ‘diaspora’. The scale of dockland decline, the
easterly move of the ‘City’ and the influx of residents of new ethnicities saw the
rupture of long-established kinship ties that characterised the ‘old East End’
(Dudgeon 2008; Young and Willmott 2007 [1957]). Unsurprisingly, the departing
community took its memories with them and left a void; the incident became just
one of many that in time were publicly forgotten. The event and its victims
remained un-commemorated when the Market and dwellings were demolished
in 1958; unstilled, private memories were however to be given public voice
many years later through the mechanism of BBC’s WW2 People's War online
archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the public; 47000
stories were collected between June 2003 and January 2006. This initiative
stored personal wartime memories, before the inevitable silencing by time,
creating a history resource drawn from the grass-roots, in a way similar to that
adopted by Calder (1969) and Longmate (1971) in depicting a ‘People’s War'.
Clear memories of the Columbia bomb were added to the archive in 2005. Tom
Betts’ story (2005), takes the reader into the cavernous Market basement and
through the chaos of first aid, hospital transfers and family separation. Henry
Gunner (2005) speaks of the unspeakable horrors confronting those arriving on

the scene of carnage.

Tom Betts’ story, vested in a young man's guilt, having cajoled his mother to
take to the shelter, where she died, has been told by others since (The First
Day of the Blitz 2010; The Gentle Author 2013). The 2010 film, a television
documentary, reiterated the tragic fate of a wedding party that had taken to the
shelter. This inspired a local resident living close to Columbia Road. Mr Twist is
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not an Eastender, hailing originally from Manchester. During 2011 and into
2012, working alone, he undertook research, to put names to those who died in
the incident and put right the absence of commemoration (T. Wood pers.comm.
2"d November 2015). Geoff Twist (GT) is an unlikely activist, a self-confessed
recluse, happier in the Guildhall Library than on a campaign trail. After a slow
start, his project needed more resource and he persuaded a friend, Trevor
Wood, to join him. These men, with no personal involvement in the incident,
brought different skills and contrasting temperaments. The project moved
forward rapidly in 2012 with the co-option of the Columbia Tenants and
Residents Association (TRA), representing the road’s communities, such as
those living on the Dorset Estate. Contact with Tom Betts opened up links to
more victims as did the Columbia Market War Memorial blog pages and an
active Facebook presence. The circular garden on the western side of the tower
block was believed to mark the site of the air raid shelter and was selected as
the ideal site for a wreath laying on the anniversary of the bombing on 7t
September 2013 (East London History Society 2013).

The relatives of the bereaved, identified by GT, enthusiastically embraced the
memorial project and many of them attended the unveiling of the memorial,
naming the lost, on 7th September 2015, the 75th anniversary. A project,
costing a few hundred pounds, had come to fruition allowing the victims’
families, whose ties to the area had been severed, to be re-connected, through
remembrance, to a place where their parents grew up. In a nice touch, Stephen
Humphries, producer of The First Day of the Blitz (2010), directed a short film of
the unveiling (Columbia Market War Memorial Project 2015). Sadly, for reasons
that will become clear, Geoff Twist, the project’s founder, is missing from the

committee credit at the end of the film.

The incident and its human cost are eloquently conveyed on the memorial
which is a modest ground plaque, 2 feet (70 cms) square and 2.5 inches
(10cms) deep, in polished black granite. It reads:
IN MEMORY OF THOSE WHO LOST THEIR LIVES WHEN A
BOMB PENETRATED THE COLUMBIA MARKET AIR RAID
SHELTER 7 SEPTEMBER 1940
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The 45 known casualties with their ages are then listed. Concerned that the
exact number will never be known, the plague acknowledges the memory of

‘those who died through their wounds after 7 September 1940’.

Figure 23

The plaque was unveiled by Tom Betts and 98 year-old May Piper, née
Carman. She was saved by her sister-in-law who died trying to protect her. She
also lost two brothers. The Carman's were part of the wedding party whose
tragic loss had inspired Geoff Twist. The unveiling was attended by the Mayor
of Tower Hamlets and the community representatives who had helped to bring

the campaign to a successful conclusion.

The story of this project, from inception to fruition, is the subject of a
conversation with Mr Trevor Wood MBE, Chairman of the Columbia Market War
Memorial Group on 2" November 2015. The meeting started at the memorial
which lies on the corner of a shrub bed in the middle of an elevated garden lying
east of Sivill House, overlooking Ravenscroft Park; it continued for almost three
hours. Mr Wood (TW) was born in 1955 at home in Patriot Square, Bethnal
Green. He has a brother and sister and has lived in this part of the East End all
his life, his current home being in Hackney. Indeed, the Wood antecedents
settled in Spitalfields in the early 18C as Huguenot refugees, so his East End
roots run very deep. TW is a professional artist (FRSA 2005) and holds a
degree in Fine Arts, from Chelsea and Camberwell Colleges of Art. He is

179



involved in a wide range of charitable and voluntary work and has spent over 30

years involved in disability sport for which he was awarded the MBE in 2003.

As an East Ender, he grew up hearing family tales of the Blitz and recalls
playing near the bombsites of Columbia Road before the new estates were built
in the early sixties. However, until he was approached by GT, he knew nothing
of the Columbia Market shelter tragedy. A possible reason is that his Mother
and Grandmother, were caught up in the other great tragedy in the Borough
which cost 173 lives on 3rd March 1943. TW’s family had made their way, to the
tube station shelter, along Cambridge Heath Road, passing the former Town
Hall, the Museum Gardens and St John's Church, before descending the steps.
The family made it to the bottom as the crush began and were, according to his

Mother, among the last people saved.

The project, when TW joined in 2012, required a reset to balance the
background work, mastered by Twist, with stakeholder management, for which
he was less disposed. The following paragraphs reflect the stresses and
pressures that the project experienced. They speak of frustrations, delays,
internal bickering and political feet-dragging. They point also to a successful
conclusion and the delivery of a memorial project, on time, to the delight and

approval of its stakeholders.

Funding, once the form of the memorial had been agreed, was not a problem.
The final cost of the stone plague was £550. A quiz night in a pub in 2014 had
raised almost all of this. Donations had been received from families including
the Betts and the Carmans. Help in kind, office space and meeting facilities,
came from the Dorset Communities Association (DCA). The stonemason,
based at Manor Park, also joined in; his quote was significantly the lowest
received. An interesting contributor was the long-established Marie Celeste
Fund who, at the time of the bombing, had paid for some of the burials. More
was raised than was needed to supply, inscribe and lay the stone. The residue
has been handed to the DCA who have undertaken to hold anniversary events;
one such took place in 2017 (Columbia Market War Memorial 2021a). Tower

Hamlets council is responsible for the maintenance.

This is a memorial of modest cost, delivered on time to great acclaim from its

stakeholders. This obscures an internal feud and breakdown in the friendship of

the two organisers which jeopardised the deadline set for unveiling on the 75"
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anniversary of the bombing. From 2010 to 2012 GT, playing to his strengths,
carried out the research into the victims; the list of those commemorated and
their surviving relatives is largely complete thanks to his efforts through social
and local media contact. Later he found the stone mason and with the help of a
survivor pin-pointed the site of the shelter.

The work of sourcing permissions and canvassing of local support is what
Trevor Wood was brought in to progress. In late 2012, links were established
with the Columbia Tenants and Residents Association; their Chairman, Pawla
Cottage, joined the group as Secretary. Endorsement for the placing of the
memorial on the Dorset Estate came from its community association. One of its
members, Nasrul Islam joined the project committee as treasurer and Kabir
Ahmed, a former local councillor, joined as Vice-Chairman. The committee was
never more than five people but late in the project the group's numbers fell to
four as GT resigned and was side-lined. He later recanted and was in
attendance at the unveiling. The main clash was over the form of the memorial.
GT’s view was felt to be unrealistic by the project committee which was more
pragmatic when it came to lobbying support. The modest monument emerged
from confused committee machinations where internal wrangling and bickering
were regrettably played-out through the public pages of Facebook. In 2014
there was an extended hiatus which placed the targeted unveiling at risk and
whilst TW speaks well of the former Mayor of Tower Hamlets, the successor
authority to Bethnal Green since 1965, the recently deposed and disgraced
Lutfur Rahman, there were issues in the local authority that were frustrating. An
agreement in principal with the Mayor was gained in a meeting as late as 13th
April 2015 and a full set of planning documents was supplied. However, by June
nothing had come back from the planning and parks departments whose
approval was needed. Documents were re-submitted and a meeting with
council officials and the stonemason finally saw written approval gained in mid-
July 2015. The stone was placed just in time for the 75th anniversary albeit in a
location different to that envisaged. The circular rose garden, at the foot of the
western side of Sivill House, where the small crosses were seen by the writer in
2013, was the anticipated site for the memorial being adjacent to the site of
shelter. There was resistance to that site from the residents of the tower block.

Moreover, Sivill House is listed and the preferred monument site would have
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needed heritage approval which was a hurdle too far at that late stage. The final
choice of site, on the opposite side of the tower, was deemed acceptable but

the compromise is a reflection perhaps on the rushed completion of the project.

It appears to have had no damaging effect on the remembrance of the events of
1940 however and feedback on the memorial and its unveiling has been very
positive (Columbia Road War Memorial 2021b). The remembrance process
materialises as a monument but, in bringing knowledge and meaning to past
events, it acts emotionally in conferring personal closure for the relatives. Mr
Wood spoke animatedly about the memorial finding a lost community’ in its
reconnecting of severed neighbourly links. He invoked the concept of diaspora
in explaining the long delay in commemoration. He cited the Ettridge family,
which lost three members, whose orphaned siblings were separately adopted;
their later families were reunited through this process. For Tom Betts, it brought
welcome closure and enabled him, with Geoff Twist's help, to find where his
Mother was laid to rest. It was clear to Trevor Wood from the reaction of
families, reunited for the unveiling, that this was a project that had delivered.
Heart-warming stories, emerging from this small plaque in an inner-city estate,
reinforce that these projects are worth doing. Moreover, it permitted families,
whose ties to the area were broken, to be re-connected through remembrance.
However, asked if he would do it again, the answer was emphatically ‘no!’.
Planning and implementing remembrance exercises, characterised by
personality clashes and planning delays, can be a frustrating and painfully slow
process. Trevor noted that his painting took on a darker hue over the 3 years of
the project reflecting not a task of joy but the hideous nature of the events being
recalled. He hadn't known of the Columbia incident while growing up in Bethnal
Green but in a final comment on the contested remembrance of this tragedy
there is an uncanny link with the next. Trevor's parents were both on the
Bethnal Green tube stairs when 173 people were crushed to death in 1943.
Trevor's mother was one of the last to be rescued. His father, a teenager in the
Home Guard, awaiting call-up, was also on the landing that night and was

involved in moving bodies. It was several years later that they met and married.

In the years that have passed since 2015, Trevor Wood has returned to his
painting and Geoff Twist has continued to exhibit idiosyncratic spurts of energy

on other causes. Remembrance events and wreath laying have continued, only
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to pause during the restrictions of the pandemic. The memorial is well looked
after, not least by GT who tends the flower bed within which it sits. The strained
relations between Trevor and Geoff have been healed. TW considers it the best

work he has done (T. Wood pers.comm. 4" June 2021).

9.3 Bethnal Green Tube Shelter Tragedy

Bethnal Green underground station is beneath a busy cross roads, where
Cambridge Heath Road, running north from Whitechapel, meets Roman Road
from the east and Bethnal Green Road from the west. It is the centre of the
former Metropolitan Borough; within a short walk is the former town hall on
Patriot Square and St John’s Church is opposite on Roman Road. In 1940 work
on the extension of the Central Line had halted here and the station had yet to
be operational. On 3™ March 1943, a wet night, air-raid sirens, at 20.17,
summoned people to the underground station, in use as a shelter since October
1940. As crowds descended damp, well-worn stairs, a lady carrying a child
slipped and others fell over her; the ensuing crush suffocated 173 people,
including 84 women and 62 children. It was London’s worst recorded disaster.
Here, close to safety, these Blitz victims died, but not at enemy hands; no

bombs fell on the area that night (Stairway to Heaven Memorial Trust 2021a).

The entrance today, now one of two, is in the same place on the south side of
Roman Road. There are still 19 steps down from street level to the small
landing and the sharp right turn of seven stairs to the ticket hall. These days the
stairway has reinforced treads and central and side handrails. This site of
wartime tragedy was unmarked until a steel plaque, above the stairs, was
installed in 1993, fifty years after the event. The plaque is still in position but for
those, hastening to their tube journey, it is difficult to read; stopping to take in its
significance is not advisable (War Memorials Online 2021/258229).

Today, there can be no doubt that something very serious occurred here.
Towering over the entrance is a striking monument in the north-west corner of
Bethnal Green Gardens, the Bethnal Green Tube Shelter Disaster Memorial
(War Memorials Online 2021/159790), known popularly, however, as the
Stairway to Heaven. It overlooks the tube station stairs and was formally

unveiled on 17t December 2017.
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Figure 24
Bethnal Green Memorial Plaque. 1993.

Figure 25

Bethnal Green Tube Disaster Memorial. Stairway to Heaven. 2017.

The appalling loss of life, had it occurred in peacetime, would have been more

widely known with the public discussion and recrimination which has attended
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disasters such as Aberfan, Hillsborough and Grenfell, chilling in their one-word
recall to memory. Ground was first cut on the memorial site in 2012; six years
after the campaign group, soon established as the Stairway to Heaven
Memorial Trust (STHMT), had been formed. In many respects, however, the
project and its mode of contestation, were shaped many years earlier in the

aftermath of the tragic events on the stairway.

The long delay in wider recognition of this tragedy, through the absence of
public memorialisation and the impact of neighbourhood fragmentation, is
framed within an amalgam of emotions, shaped in war and afterwards, a
‘cocktail’ of sympathy deficit, community trauma, blame, guilt, bereavement,
grief, anger and institutional impunity. The mechanisms of wartime secrecy,
generational reticence and community dispersal created a narrative vacuum; in
the outside world the tragedy was forgotten. However, in the hearts and minds
of the witnesses, survivors and bereaved, there was no forgetting; a narrative,
initially dormant, of unremedied grievance, festered, before emerging to reclaim

the remembrance of the tragedy, in the community’s own form and words.

In 2017, after eleven years of cajoling, publicity, fund-raising and regular public
acts of remembrance, the belated recognition of a shared and hitherto
concealed history was achieved through a monument of striking presence and
symbolism. The recriminations of the tragedy healed, in a surge of community
action, to right a perceived wrong, through a public memorial. The unveiling of
the monument, a significant addition to the memorial landscape in London,
brings an end to the prolonged aftermath of the tragedy, not just as a symbol of
long-overdue civilian remembrance but also as affirmation of community action,

albeit contested at every stage, from which closure and healing may be derived.

9.4 Disaster and Aftermath

The deep-roots of the memorial campaign are revealed in analysis of
community fear, government intervention and personal repression in a timeline
stretching from 1940 until the present. It reveals the impact on those caught-up
in the events of 3@ March 1943 and how, in the following decades, personal

memory was translated to public remembrance.

For Bethnal Green, shelter provision had proved contentious since the start of
the Blitz; it saw tragedy on the first night at Columbia Buildings. Shelter

overcrowding in Victoria Park (Ziegler 1995, 116) led to a forestalled invasion at
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the station entrance (Metropolitan Police 1940). A fearful and displaced
community, pushed to a limit, were met by fellow, albeit uniformed, citizens, and
prevented from taking shelter (Days of Glory 2010). Their fears were justified
when a shelter inside the park suffered a direct hit on 15th October 1940,
trapping around a hundred inside and killing fifteen (Disaster at the Tube 2003).
This incident took place within days of a publicity event attended by the Home
Secretary, Herbert Morrison and the London Regional Commissioner for Civil
Defence, Edgar Evans, later Baron Mountevans. This established the
unfinished tube station as a deep shelter, 65 feet below ground, with 4000
ticketed bunks (The Times 1940). Evans reported to London’s most senior civil
defence Commissioner, Sir Ernest Gowers. Morrison and Gowers were

destined to play significant roles in the aftermath of the disaster.

Through tragedy and protest, the tube shelter had already, by 1940, taken a
prominent role in the lives of the community and it was still in extensive use in
1943, a time of ‘nuisance’ raids and heightened expectation of German
retaliation to raids on their cities. Indeed, numbers in the shelter were increasing
in the days before the disaster. Kendall, whose research first listed the
casualties by name, other than in the CWGC archive (1992, 30-33), estimated
that on 28th February, it held 500 people, rising on 2nd March to 850. On the
‘fateful night’, around 1500 had safely entered within minutes of the alert. ‘Ten
minutes later a salvo of rockets from the newly opened gun battery in Victoria
Park half a mile away opened up, with a terrifying screech which had never
been heard before. Rumour went round that bombs were falling, and
approximately 120-200 people, around the narrow entrance surged forward
down the stairs’ (1992, 27-28) with horrific consequences. After a night of low
casualties, assessing morale as ‘good’, across London, the Metropolitan Police
War Diary of March 4™ noted, in its typically brisk style, ‘except at the Shelter
incident at Bethnal Green tube’ (Metropolitan Police 1943).
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Figure 26
Bethnal Green Tube Entrance. 1943.

The wooden gates at the entrance to Bethnal Green tube station

air raid shelter.

The Evening Standard on 4" March 1943 said that a ‘Propaganda Raid was No
Surprise-London Was Ready For Siren’; it referred to concerted defence from
AA and night fighters (1943a). However, the edition could not publish still-
unofficial reports on the tragedy or that Gowers had hastily convened an inquiry
at the Town Hall with the local MP and Borough Councillors (Kendall 1992, 28).
Kendall presents the detailed official Ministry of Home Security statement

issued for the morning’s papers of 5th March:

‘On Wednesday evening a serious accident took place near the entrance
to a London Tube Shelter, causing the death of a number of people by
suffocation. According to accounts so far received, shortly after the Air
Raid Alert sounded substantial numbers of people were making their way
as usual towards the shelter entrance. There were nearly 2,000 people in
the shelter including several hundred who had arrived after the alert,
when a middle aged woman burdened with a baby and a bundle tripped
near the foot of a flight of 19 steps, which lead down from the street. The
flight of steps terminates on a landing. Her fall tripped an elderly man
behind her and he fell similarly. Their bodies again tripped up those
behind them, and within a few seconds a large number of people were
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lying on the lower steps and the landing, completely blocking the
stairway. Those coming in from the street could not see exactly what had
taken place, and continued to press down the steps, so that within a
minute there were hundreds of people crushed together, and laying on
top of one another, and the lower steps. By the time it was possible to
extricate the bodies it was found that a total of 173 had died. A further 60
were in need of hospital treatment. Statements from a large number of
eye witnesses, members of the police and civil defence services, made it
clear that there was no panic before the accident on the stairs, no bombs
fell anywhere else in the district during the evening. Preliminary reports
received by the Home Secretary [...] indicate that police, wardens,
soldiers, WVS and civilians worked hard and well to rescue the victims.
Mr Morrison has instituted the fullest enquiries to establish in greater
detail what took place, and to see whether any structural or

administration weakness has been brought to light’.

An inquiry, prefigured in the final paragraph, was officially announced on 10t
March and replaced the Gowers initiative which had already agreed that burials
would be authority-funded and not in a common grave. On Friday, 5" March,
the press coverage reflected the detached tone of the prepared statement. Daily
Herald led with a pithy headline: ‘A Woman tripped-178 killed in London shelter’
(Daily Herald 1943). The report, which excludes the location of the tube station,
mentions the press of people at the entrance, the noise of ‘heavy gunfire’ and
the tragic sequence of events. The difficult extraction of bodies is detailed. An
eyewitness noted that it was not the first time that large crowds had struggled
with the narrow entrance. The article repeated that there had been no panic.
The Times headline is also to the point: ‘London Shelter Disaster-178 people
Crushed to Death’ (The Times 1943a). The correspondent ventures a critique of
the lack of a central handrail and poor lighting and reports local concerns about
the small entrance. The editorial in the same edition acknowledges that no
bombs fell within two miles of the district but that there was ‘an unusually heavy
barrage’. It adds that the police, soldiers, WVS, wardens and civilians worked
well and that local people behaved in ‘exemplary’ fashion without panic. The
managed disclosure of the tragedy contrasts with details, including names and

addresses, in the same edition of the Daily Herald; two soldiers and seven
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civilians had been killed by returning AA shells (Daily Herald 1943). The
Evening Standard reported that the Ministry of Pensions had quickly allayed
fears that injuries compensation for these civilians might be withheld: ‘those
killed and disabled will be treated as if it had been caused by bombing’.
Furthermore, installation of handrails had started and an inquest announced
(1943b).

Figure 27

Bethnal Green Tube: Installation of Handrails. 1943.

Tragedy at Bethnal Green

Workmen installing the hand rails on the stairs.

Panic had been mentioned in the MoHS statement. The denial of its existence
suggests early concern at the reaction of those outside when the rocket barrage
started. Two weeks after the disaster, an inquest verdict of accidental death
was recorded by the Coroner, after jury deliberation of evidence from witnesses
and shelter staff. The Coroner was specific in dispelling ‘sensational rumours’ in
precise terms: ‘There is nothing to suggest any stampede or panic or anything
of the kind...” (Butler 2015, 10).

The depth of local feeling and a rapid mobilisation of community action is
evident in the correspondence engendered by the establishment of the official
inquiry under the chairmanship of an experienced London Magistrate, Sir
Laurence Dunne (The Times 1970). The Dunne Inquiry, reporting directly to the
Home Secretary, was announced on 10" March, took evidence, in camera, from

80 witnesses and proved ‘characteristically expeditious and decisive’; it was
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completed in under two weeks by 23 March (Davenport-Hines 2004). A
suggestion that ‘protesters in the East End demanded a public inquiry’
(Davenport-Hines 2004) is not supported in correspondence at the National
Archives which conveys a more polite and measured, albeit urgent, tone
(Beaken 1943). Relatives of those killed and injured had met as early as 6
March and sent a letter to Herbert Morrison on the 8", signed by the
‘Organiser’, H. Beaken, a relative of three family members among the fatalities.
The request for a public inquiry was met by a brusque reply from a private
secretary on the 10th which addressed the question by reference to that day’s
announcement of the private Dunne Inquiry (Peterson 1943). Unabashed, again
with inordinate courtesy, a committee representing relatives of the victims,
through their Hon. Secretary, requested clarification regarding the attendance of
the Mayor of Bethnal Green in Dunne’s private inquiry (Johns 1943). Another
brusque reply stated they were under a misapprehension. It suggested that the
mayor was uniguely placed to sit in on the proceedings, given her local
knowledge, and that her attendance, whilst temporary, had been at the specific
request of the Home Secretary. The reply also confirmed that invitations had
been extended to a list of attendees, requested in a separate letter, from the
action group (Macdonald Ross 1943). The deportment of the action group,
based on the archives, is in stark contrast to other correspondence received by
the Inquiry. One hand-written post-card blames the Jews for ‘all the nasty work’
and hopes to ‘turn the dirty dogs out of the country’. The card was marked ‘no
reply to be sent’. The Board of Deputies of British Jews, distressed by the
widespread rumours that Jews took fright and caused panic, in an echo from
Spitalfields in January 1918 (Dwyer 2010), specifically requested a balanced
judgement on the basis that Bethnal Green is not a Jewish area and those who
did live locally avoided the shelter because of past anti-Semitism; they received
a reassuring response (The National Archives 1943). Later it will be seen that
the Inquiry was explicit in its denunciation of speculation about pick-pockets,
Jewish panic and Fascist gangs causing the crush (Butler 2015, 9). The
troubled political and sectarian context of the Inquiry, evident in these archives,

determined their embargo until 1972.

It has been suggested that Dunne's judgement was displayed at its best in the

‘aftermath of a civilian catastrophe’ (Davenport-Hines 2004). At the time,
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however, a test of this judgement was denied to all but the Home Secretary and
his cabinet colleagues, for Dunne had concluded the Inquiry through two

controversial propositions:

This disaster was caused by a number of people losing their self-control

at a particularly unfortunate place and time.

No forethought in the matter of structural design or practicable police
supervision can be any real safeguard against the effects of a loss of
self-control by a crowd. The surest protection must always be that self-
control and practical common sense, the display of which has hitherto
prevented the people of this country being the victims of countless similar
disasters.

These were damaging conclusions of great propaganda value for the enemy
and demoralising for the bereaved community, and were quickly embargoed,
despite an original intention that the report would be made public. The
‘psychological’ overtones, the ‘main and proximate’ cause, were not revealed
until 1945. A watered-down version, in a White Paper of April 3@ 1943 (Morrison
1943), exposed some criticism of safety measures, presented as influential but
not the main cause. The consequence was local authority exposure to suits for
negligence. The Times reported the completion of the Shelter Inquiry report on
the 9™ April 1943, confirming that publication was to be withheld as it contained
material of potential help to the enemy. The location, ‘a London air raid shelter’,

remained secret (1943b).

In 1944, despite the disappointment of the governmental volte-face on the
Inquiry report, the determination of the community to seek redress became
more organised. On 27 March 1944, a Trust Declaration for the Bethnal Green
Tube Shelter Accident Scheme had been granted (Tower Hamlets 1944a). In
April 1944, a Mrs Annie Baker of Braintree Street, Bethnal Green sued the
Bethnal Green Council for negligence, after her husband and daughter were
killed. The council admitted their responsibility, but denied negligence. A High
Court judgement was handed down in July 1944, in favour of the plaintiff. The
judge observed that the council were responsible for making provision for the
safety of people using the shelter and added that the ‘dangerous condition of
the steps made the entrance a death trap' (Kendall 1992, 29; Tower Hamlets
1944Db). This statement carried no public weight at the time as proceedings
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were held in camera (The Times 1944). Following the judgement, the Ministry of
Pensions awarded weekly pensions to widows and their children. Later in the
year the Bethnal Green Council unsuccessfully appealed the judgement and it
was through active newspaper correspondence, on the iniquities of the statutory
time for compensation-uptake, that the location of the incident was unofficially
made public (Dollond 1944; Nash 1944). The dismissal of the Council’s appeal
was reported in December 1944 and followed in early 1945 by a decision not to
appeal to the House of Lords. Mrs Baker’s compensation award would now be
extended to others in discussion with a relatives’ committee; the council’s
liabilities were quietly met from central government funds (Fountain 2012; The
Times 1945a; The Times 1945b). The conclusion of litigation, after the failure of
the council’s appeals, enabled the proper administration of the accumulating
funds for victims’ families through the Bethnal Green Shelter Disaster Fund. The
proceedings of the fund, which ran until the early sixties, are held in the local

archives (Tower Hamlets 1963).

The eventful year for the community and its representation of the bereaved
families had established a material reward for its activism. It was now required
to confront the publication of the Dunne Inquiry findings and a new chapter in
the unfolding narrative of the disaster’'s remembrance. The Report on an Inquiry
into the Accident at Bethnal Green Tube Station Shelter on 3rd March 1943 was
published by His Majesty’s Stationery Office on 19" January 1945. A
parliamentary statement, on behalf of the indisposed Home Secretary, was read
to the Commons. His absence left the statement unquestioned by MPs. It
referred to the loss of self-control of the victims, overshadowing additional
disclosures of unaddressed safety concerns that had fallen between different
authorities (Daily Herald 1945). The irrevocable link of cause and panic was
forged even though Dunne (1945) formally eschewed it:

Panic is not perhaps the proper word to use, there is no doubt that the
crowd of between 150 and 200 remaining outside the shelter were out of
hand and frantic with nervousness, confusion and worry, which heavier

gunfire and salvos of rockets did nothing to allay...

The conclusions drawn, with the proposition of self-control to the fore, raised
legitimate concerns, challenging the promoted notion of civilian resilience under

fire; from a distance of 80 years, the delay in the publication of the Inquiry
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Report had some justification. The report methodically and thoroughly sets out
the facts; station layout, shelter arrangements and wardenship were detailed,
noting that less than half of the 173 killed were regular users of the shelter. The
anticipation of the raid, the siren and searchlights had brought other would-be
shelterers that night (Kendall 1992, 29). The station entrance and stairs
received particular attention and defects in the shelter's structure, lighting, and
supervision were pointed out. However, beyond a stern rebuke, the report
concluded that these, as well as the absence of policing at the entrance, were
subsidiary causes of the catastrophe. The new rockets were instrumental in
causing the surge of people into the entrance, where, in a departure from an
otherwise measured tone, in a matter of seconds, the stairway became ‘a
charnel house of immoveable and interlaced bodies five or six deep’
(Davenport-Hines 2004; Stationery Office 1999, 60-61).

Morrison's decision to defer the report's publication had of course raised a local
outcry and had, for reasons that became clear in 1945, complicated accident
litigation in 1944. The suppression of the indictment of crowd behaviour had
also withheld important evidence on security concerns. This showed that the
council should not have shouldered blame alone. It explains the almost
unseemly haste in provision of handrails and crash barriers, the presence of
Gowers at the Town Hall on the 4" March 1943 and the government funding of
the local authority’s compensation liabilities. The telling disclosure in the
delayed report was a letter from the Town Clerk to the Civil Defence London

Commission which in no uncertain terms pointed to the risk of the shelter stairs:

There is a grave possibility that, on a sudden renewal of enemy air
attack, there would be an extremely heavy flow of persons seeking safety
in the Tube Shelter, and that pressure from such a crowd of people
would cause the wooden structure to collapse, and a large number would

be precipitated down the staircase...(Butler 2015, 6).

Dunne had reviewed the proposals by the borough council to repair the
perceived deficiencies and the round of correspondence with the London Civil
Defence authority, under the leadership of the aforementioned Sir Ernest
Gowers. The council proposals were rejected by the civil defence authority on

the grounds that the modest expenditure was unnecessary. It is unsurprising
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that these disclosures, after two years of suppression, were seen as a covering
of tracks (Fountain 2012).

The Report’s credibility, particularly within the community of victims and their
families, is challenged in its handling of this evidence. Legitimate criticism of the
local council and the civil defence agency, who had both failed to address the
risk, was levelled by Dunne but not given as a prime causal factor given the
over-riding conclusion that no amount of security preparedness could overcome
a crowd’s loss of self-control. The damaging revelation was mitigated by two
years of secrecy even if the Daily Herald received the Report in its headline as
‘Council Foresaw Tube Crush-Shelter Deaths Disclosure’ (1945). The ‘cover-up’
narrative, quick to emerge, has continued to this day. The unpalatability of the
failed dialogue between the local authority and the civil defence agency, for
which he was ultimately responsible, is deemed to have inspired Morrison to
unduly influence the findings of the Dunne Inquiry so that it could be embargoed
on state security grounds (Butler 2015, 10-11; Fountain 2012).

Earlier, it was implied that Dunne’s judgement in his report might not hold up to
scrutiny; loss of self-control is presented as an open proposition with no
counter-argument. To that stage in the report, the narrative tone pointed to
findings that reflected the inquest verdict of accidental death. Dunne’s report
details the inherent risks of the one entrance, the failed dialogue on
responsibility for improvements to a poorly lit stairway and poor definition of
shelter stewarding and policing responsibilities. Punctuated by acerbic
observations on the failings of responsible agencies, there is sufficient detail to
suggest that the accident was avoidable or at least might have been less
catastrophic had relatively simple steps been taken to improve access. This
renders the abrupt emergence of the verdict as a shock and conveys a
judgement affected, at best, by undue haste and, at worst, by external
influence. While inadmissible, this speculation challenges Dunne’s findings and
their presentation as incontrovertible assertions of fact, damning the crowd and
thus the victims. His descriptions of a nervous, confused and worried crowd
focus on the 150- 200 remaining outside the shelter when the rockets were
fired. The new rocket artillery had not been heard before and its loud noise was
clearly unnerving; even after two years of relative calm, since the 1940-41 Blitz,

there was palpable fear. Nonetheless his conclusion is a surprise. Was it
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possible that East Enders, who had battled through the Blitz, simply panicked
(Lack 2003), that the circumstances saw the crowd’s descent into disorder?
Previous assertions, that there had been no panic, had all been voiced when it
was more politic to point to civilian resilience; no such restriction applied to
Dunne’s private enquiry. Nonetheless, the evidence that Dunne took from those
who were there appears to have been given little weight. Witness statements
were not available for scrutiny until 2010 and they contrast markedly with his
final assessment of the fatal impact of crowd behaviour. Remarkably, no senior
official from the London Civil Defence authority nor the town clerk, the author of

the horribly accurate prediction, gave evidence in person (Butler 2015, 11).

Dunne points to the overwhelming impact of loss of self-control, making
mitigation measures unnecessary, irrelevant and ineffective. The argument that
his report lacked balance, condemning the Bethnal Green community to deal
with the slur of a self-inflicted wound, has played an important role in shaping
the attitude of the memorial campaigners, whose relatives they represent. In
early 1945, as the nation’s thoughts turned to peace, the community mood in
Bethnal Green, after two years of government silence, the contesting of
compensation claims and, through the exigencies of war, publicly
unacknowledged grief, can only be surmised. Expectations, given hard-won
court judgements and the inquest verdict were dashed. Any hope, invested in
the original request for a public enquiry, that the authorities, who had failed the
shelter dead, would be held to account, was gone. It had been an uneasy time
with the focus of blame resting on the local authority given the partial release of
Inquiry comments. The aforementioned Lady Mayor, after much personal
abuse, unable to reveal the truth of thwarted attempts to improve safety, was
forced to leave the district (Zip 2013). The impact of Dunne’s findings on the
community would have darkened an already bitter mood; the role of scapegoat,
amid the impunity of the authorities, not least those in government and civil
defence institutions, would have been particularly galling. Embedded in the
report's verdict, a verdict moreover with no recourse of appeal, the people of
Bethnal Green, those who stayed and those who left, were tarnished as victims
and architects of their own tragedy. These two eventful and demoralising years

are the foundation stones of the remembrance project. From a stew of emotions
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and memories a trail leads to the Stairway to Heaven memorial, its route

checked in the post war years by community reticence and untapped memories.

9.5 Memory, Narrative and Campaigning

The post-war years saw a crystallisation of the accident inquiry narrative,
distilled as panic, and the eclipse of the inquest verdict. It would take almost 70
years for survivors to contest the established narrative in pursuit of redemptive
remembrance. The entrenchment soon manifested itself after the war; the
official review of Civil Defence covered the tragedy briefly, reiterating the Dunne
report verdict (O’Brien 1955, 544-545). In Dunne’s obituary, conflating objective
with outcome, it is suggested that Morrison invited him to conduct an inquiry into
the panic (writer’s italics) in the Bethnal Green Tube Shelter (The Times 1970).
Davenport-Hines, in a hagiographical assessment, translates the crowd, seen
by Dunne as out of hand and frantic, to ‘a disorderly mob’ (2004). An article of
2003 speaks of ‘collective hysteria’ and an inability to admit ‘the indisputable
truth: that the East Enders, who had battled through the Blitz, simply panicked’
(Lack 2003). This opinion reduces a nuanced, complex and traumatic
community tragedy to a sound-bite, whose rebuttal is seen in the monument on

the green by the tube entrance.

In common with other Blitz incidents, peace accelerated the disappearance of
the Bethnal Green tragedy from general discourse to a state of public
obliviousness. It was to remain un-commemorated until the 50" anniversary in
1993. There were few reminders until then. An eye-witness memoir (Kops 1963)
conveys the fear and relief of those whose family were caught in the shelter and
resentment that, after 20 years, rumours of Jewish panic still persisted. Inspired
and appalled by the tragedy, Kops wrote and co-produced a television film (/t’s
a Lovely Day Tomorrow 1975) which restates the facts of the accident and
emphasized the poor state of the stairs and entrance. The reconstruction does
not suggest or depict panic yet is otherwise disparaged for its clichéd
representation of East End life during the Blitz in a savage review. Its
stereotypical characters and a failure to withhold the ‘tele-mythology’ of the
Home Front conveyed ‘no sense of horror; dignity and decency were all’;
‘Cockneys could take it'. In a final line, the reviewer captures the problematic
essence of the Blitz myth: ‘Nostalgia had laid a numbing hand over the whole

enterprise’ (Ratcliffe 1975). There was however an absence of nostalgia in well-
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constructed reconstructions of the tragedy in a wider Blitz history (Hyde 1986;
Ramsey 1987) and in the thoughtful, albeit local, research by Kendall (1992).

However, this coverage could not prevent the tragedy slipping from public view.

Memories, blighted by connotations of panic, and their obvious contradiction
with the generalised post-war narrative of civil resilience, do not easily re-
emerge in public remembrance, without significant contestation. For survivors,
withesses and bereaved there was no forgetting, the memories lying deep
within their ‘individual and communal consciousness’ for decades (Butler 2015,
5). This conclusion emerged from the lottery-funded Bethnal Green Memorial
Project (2013-15), a venture between the University of East London and the
Stairway campaign, which collected over 30 oral-history recordings from
individuals and families involved in the disaster, for many the first opportunity to
share their stories and open-up about the impact on their lives and that of their
families (2015, v-vi). In pages of heart-breaking testimony, repressed memories
and nightmarish visions of the past are heard, the experience of war beyond
cosy narrative and invocations of ‘spirit’. The oral history project continued a
sequence of revelations, emerging as the memorial project gained momentum.
Joan Paul recounted how her mother died in front of her young eyes and Peter
Perryment spoke of the impact on his life; who would not be traumatised, as a
young boy, head between knees, under the bodies of dead and dying people
(Sheltered Lives 2010). Peter died in 2019, his living memories preserved in
perpetuity in the archives of the Bishopsgate Institute. The Memorial Project
structured the process of unburdening locked memories, its link, with the
Stairway campaign dream, granting ‘permission’ to lay bare private thoughts for

the good of the community and its search for redress through remembrance.

The inhibited recall of the tragedy has multiple influences. For some it was the
severing of close ties of family and kinship and for others the internalising of
grief (BBC News 2013). Butler’s oral history project (2015) found trauma so
deep that survivors could not talk about it to their own families. Young survivors
stayed silent in continued obedience to their parents’ collective sense of
wartime duty. The silence extended to medical staff attending the emergency.
Dr Joan Matrtin, a junior doctor, was on duty at Hackney Children's hospital
where victims of the tragedy were taken. She was sworn to secrecy as she

came off the most traumatic shift of her career. She remained as good as her
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word, telling no-one, not even her mother, until survivors publicised the disaster
on the 50th anniversary in 1993 (Coping with casualties 2010). Dr Hal Yarrow
was similarly reticent, affected by what he had seen. A local GP, he had gone to
the scene to ‘help where he could’. His daughter recounted his silence on the
horrors of that night (Ms J Fielden pers.comm. 15t March 2015).

The 50" anniversary triggered an opportunity for long dormant narratives to
surface. For Mrs Ivy Brind silence was not a matter of obedience but repression.
Ivy was pulled from the crush, physically and psychologically scarred. The baby
nephew she was holding died, causing a lifelong divide with her sister, the boy’s
grieving mother. She lost her mother too, finding her body later in a temporary
mortuary. Her personal trauma was ‘bottled-up’ for almost 50 years until an
approach from Libby Purves of The Times, prompted by the anniversary. Ivy at
last felt able to open-up with strangers and her family. Purves’s article (1993) is
sensitive and speaks, not of panic or disorder, but of the bravery of the
bereaved and the traumatised. lvy’s daughter, Sandra Scotting MBE, grew up
knowing of the history of the tragedy but nothing of her mother’s experience.
The sense of injustice was to inform her adult life and lead to an important role
in the search for meaningful remembrance (Purves 1993; S. Scotting
pers.comm 28" September 2015; The After Effects 2010). Trevor Wood MBE,
of the Columbia Market project, recalls family remembrances that embraced the
past more openly. Their memories were not defined by family tragedy, although
his mother lost many friends. He recounts family stories of the parades of
hearses to the cemetery and the rumours of pick-pockets targeting those who

took their valuables to the shelter (T. Wood pers. comm. 2" November 2015).

A curious sense of resignation also pervades the belated recall of some
survivors; a metaphorical shrug before getting on with the rest of their lives. Ray
Lechmere, aged 9, was on the stairs with his parents, grandparents, two
brothers and a sister. All four children somehow got free and were sent down to
the tube platform, waiting all night, in vain, for their adult relatives to arrive. In
the morning they walked home, passing bodies lined up by the park railings on
Cambridge Heath Road. For three days they believed they were orphans. Ray
went back to school and never thought to tell his friends that he had lost his
parents. Fortunately, his mother had survived, found days later in hospital (R.

Lechmere pers. comm: 28" September 2015). Mr Lechmere, an important
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voice in the Stairway campaign at 87, summed up community reticence in 2014;
‘...after the funerals, life just went on. You didn't talk about it. It was never
spoken of. | was ashamed of it, | don't know why’ (Edge 2014). For Mrs Babette
Clark, still bubbly at 89, the creation of the memorial project was an outlet for a
private but joyful family history; from a very close call, Mrs Clark and her sister
were pulled from the crush. Their father, believing them to be in the tube station,
searched, in vain, all night to find them. A later tearful reunion was a signal
moment in her life. She emerged as one of the campaign’s staunchest

supporters and clearest communicators.

Figure 28
Bethnal Green Tube Stairs and Plaque from Roman Road.
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The first material commemoration, on the 50" anniversary of the tragedy in
1993, was implemented by the local authority (Boorman 1995, 154; IWM
2021/WMR12606). It is a black 3ft x 2ft nowy-headed steel plaque on the left
side of a frieze, above the stairs; on its right is an emergency warning display
box, 6ft x 2ft; if activated, it flashes Do Not Enter. In 1993 the Mayor of Tower
Hamlets had responded to local concern that there was no official recall of the
disaster. The response was a memorial service in St John’s and the plaque

installation. Kofi Appiah, later became a patron of the memorial project. After
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the original went missing, the plaque was replaced, after renewed community
pressure (S. Scotting pers.comm. 28" September 2015).

The 1993 plaque was a minimal response to community pressure and beyond a
recording of the event and the death toll was not of a form that could address
the concerns about the cover-up and the unchallenged panic narrative. In 1999,
in a popular series on subjects ranging from the Boer War to the Profumo
Scandal, the recently-privatised Stationery Office re-published the Dunne
Report under the title Tragedy at Bethnal Green. This exposed the events at the
tube and their aftermath to a wider, newer audience. It was soon followed, in the
early 2000s, by the canvassing of an astounding story of a local man, claiming
to be the last child pulled alive from the crush (BBC News 2003; B.S. 2002).

In 1943, an impending raid was signalled by the radio going off. Around 8pm on
3" March, Alfred Morris, aged 13, left his family home on Old Ford Road to go
to the shelter. En route, as expected, the siren started. Like many other
witnesses, such as Bernard Kops, Trevor Wood’s mother, Babs Clark and the
Lechmere family, he would have joined the throng making their way down the
stairs, as they had done many times. People were carrying their bedding,
picked up in places along the way, from so-called ‘bundle shops’, often cafes,
where they could be kept during the day at work or school. Alf was most of the
way down when searchlights went on and the Victoria Park rocket battery let
loose. The surge knocked him off his feet and he was trapped. An ARP warden,
a Mrs Chumley, saw him struggle and pulled him out by his hair. She sent him
downstairs, honour-bound to say nothing; he obeyed. For many years after the
war, his reticence was the norm, not from guilt or repression, but, because he
had been told to stay silent, turning down the large amounts being offered by
press to give the ‘inside’ story (Morris 2005). Why had Mr Morris decided to
break his silence? In 1998, he and his wife had left Bethnal Green for Essex
and by 2003, aged 73, he clearly thought it time for the contested past, of which
he was part, to be more widely known. Mr Morris was prominent in media
attention directed at the tragedy’s 60" anniversary (BBC News 2003; Lack
2003). In an angry and tearful denunciation of the searchlights and the rockets,
standing at the place of his rescue, he rails at the waste of the life of the 173
victims (Disaster at the Tube 2003). This 30-minute BBC film focuses on the

rocket firing, described as a test, for which no warning was given. At this point,
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Alf Morris was not calling for a memorial which would settle the debt he believed
was owed to the dead. However, there were stirrings in the community, 10
years after the installation of the station plaque. Survivors and their families
were asking for a better memorial to the dismay of the local authority whose
good offices had secured the first plaque. The Council undertook to discuss the
matter with survivors (BBC News 2003). This episode was the third time, since
the tragedy, that survivors had organised themselves to apply pressure on the
local authority. Indeed, the memorial service that took place in St John’s
(Kendall 2003) is more evidence of a degree of community organisation. In
retrospect, the conditions for the establishment of the memorial project were
falling in to place, driven by anniversaries and the transition of the
remembrance task from survivors and witnesses to their children. Sitting out in
Essex, Alf Morris had unwittingly become the voice of the campaign; he would

soon receive a telling knock on his door.

9.6 The Secretary, Survivors and the Architect

I made contact with Sandra Scotting, the Hon. Secretary of the project, at the
memorial service in March 2015. We met formally on 28" September 2015
when the memorial project was at a critical stage. Major funding, logistic and
planning issues were still outstanding, three years after work had started. The
memorial was only half-built and divisions in the project team were emerging. In
this context, granting my meeting request was generous. We met at the
memorial site and then in Nico's, a long-established café, used as a ‘bundle
shop’ during the Blitz. We sat round a table with her husband, Lee and two
survivors, Ray Lechmere and Babs Clark. The conversation focused on the
tragic facts of the crush, the lasting impact on families, her own family story
(Purves 1993) and the remarkable stories of Mr Lechmere and Mrs Clark. SS
reiterated concerns with the 1993 plaque and the years of deception and unfair
blame which justified the scale and expense of the proposed monument; a
smaller, less costly monument would not represent a commensurate recognition
for the community’s collective trauma. The undiluted enthusiasm to impart the
campaign narrative, after almost 9 years of campaigning, comes out in the

interview summary which can be seen in Appendix 17.

To investigate the architectural vision and its adoption by the community, | met

the architect in June 2018, a few months after completion. The Bethnal Green
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Memorial, a title preferred by the architect, while understanding the value of the
Stairway to Heaven, started in the most prosaic of circumstances. In 2006,
travelling by bus from Bow to Tufnell Park, Harry Paticas, Director of a local
architectural practice, Arboreal, spotted the modest plaque, above the stairs of
the Roman Road entrance to the underground station. The contrast between
the enormity of the incident and its commemoration inspired a chain of events
from which, 11 years later, the Memorial would emerge. Mr Paticas (HP), after
local enquiries, concluded that something out of the ordinary was required to
achieve proper recognition of an incident whose scale would in normal times
have a national currency. It was not long before, in a moment of inspiration, the
architect was able to articulate a monument of the scale and symbolism to
make the powerful statement that the 1993 plaque could not; an elevated
canopy, over the void of the stairs where the victims met their fate. The idea, an
inverted stairway in the sky, is clearly visible in the outline launched by HP
through the local newspaper, the East London Advertiser. They dubbed it
‘Stairway to heaven’ which later came to define the project in its relentless

pursuit of publicity and funding.

Figure 29

East London Advertiser. Stairway to Heaven. 2006.

However, to move from the drawing board, Paticas knew his idea needed

support from the community it sought to represent; the concept does not
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typically precede the client and their brief. The response was disappointing and

there was ‘silence for a month’ (H. Paticas pers. comm. 28 June 2018).

Eventually, a letter arrived, in shaky hand, from the aforementioned Alf Morris
(AM) who had received a copy of the paper from his sister in Bethnal Green.
He, possibly the last person pulled to safety, had alone responded to the
memorial idea. HP went to Hornchurch to meet this man, whose story he did not
know, without any expectation of the reaction his idea would have. Greeted by
an emotional 86-year-old and the words ‘I’'ve waited 50 years for someone like
you to come along’, he knew he had stumbled on a deep well of suppressed
emotions (H. Paticas pers.comm. 28" June 2018).

From a prospect of his concept failing to find a client, HP could now see an
avenue of opportunity; with an eager Alf Morris he set up a local public meeting
for 28" October 2006. Publicity was again afforded by the supportive local
paper and flyers were distributed; notices attached to railings pointed to St
John'’s, opposite the station on Roman Road. It was here that the community
had responded to the remembrance services in 1993 and 2003; moreover, the

crypt had functioned as a temporary morgue on the night of the disaster.

Figure 30

Public Meeting Flyer. 2006.

HP recalls an attendance of around 200 people, including a number of local
politicians. The meeting’s attention was secured with a slide show tracing a
young Alf's route from home to the shelter at around 8 PM on the 3™ March
1943. In an extraordinarily highly-charged meeting there were tears, a release
of pent-up grief and, for some, a first chance of public mourning. For many
attendees, in their parent’s lifetime, talk of the tragedy had been, as previously

observed, off-limits. HP was quick to dismiss the idea of some émigré
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community descending on a place their family had left. About one-third of public
meeting attendees were still living locally and many like Alf, Babs Clark and Ray
Lechmere lived close by and still had family in the neighbourhood. Sandra
Scotting, perhaps one of the furthest away, in Kent, was drawn to the project,
inspired to help by her mother’s ‘catharsis’. She and her husband joined the
steering committee, formed that evening, from which the group that would steer
the project was established, giving Paticas’s idea the client it needed. The idea
of a monument, in memory of the event and its victims, despite an outline
costing approaching a million, was endorsed by the meeting and marked the
start of the project. Importantly, immediate informal support from Tower Hamlets
Borough Council was secured that evening. Under the controversial leadership
of Lutfur Rahman, the council was also a supporter of the Columbia Market
proposal. Bethnal Green & Bow MP George Galloway (2005-2010) also voiced

his support after the public meeting.

In the early months of 2007, the small team, with their architect, built the solid
foundations of the Stairway project. Sandra Scotting, with long experience in
charity fund-raising, became Hon. Secretary and had set up a charitable trust by
March 2007 (The Charity Commission 2021). Her husband, a retired
accountant, assisted former bank manager, Derek Spicer (Hon. Treasurer).
Derek, like Sandra, had lost family members in the crush. Alf Morris was
appointed Chairman. The original committee all had some direct link with the
disaster. The fifth trustee, and spiritual adviser, was the Rev. Alan Green,
Rector of St. John on Bethnal Green. Members were added over the years,
particularly from 2012, but the five founding trustees saw the project through to
completion. One of the first tasks, under the guidance of the architect, was an
understanding of the memorial milieu that they had enthusiastically, if naively,
embraced. Tours of other memorial architecture influenced the development of
the project brief. An insight to the committee’s undaunted approach and
community insight is in the following extract of a note received from Sandra

Scotting in November 2015:

Before we finalised our memorial some of the committee members went around
central London with the architect looking at all the war memorials there. We
learnt a lot and it helped us to refine our design. We found the cenotaph cold

and stark, but appropriate for the huge losses of WWL1. It had indentations for
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wreaths and flowers which we added to ours. We liked the Women at War
memorial and thought it powerful. Like most, of course, they all cost at least
£1m and that was quite a few years before ours was costed and they had lots of
help on the financial side. The Animals at War memorial in Hyde Park was
incredibly elaborate and it cost £7m several years ago, but being for animals
they had no trouble raising the funds!! We were not impressed with the 7/7
bombings memorial, particularly when you consider that it cost £1m and that
was with a lot of free work by the architect for the publicity. No doubt it was what
the relatives wanted, but we did not think it immortalised the enormity of that
dreadful day. We were, however, impressed by [...] the Australian memorial
near Marble Arch as there were lots of things to read around [it]. It helped us to
realise that we needed the memories of our survivors, relatives and officials to
be placed on our memorial for people to read for future generations so they
could build up a mental picture of what had happened on our fateful night. |
think it is one of the things that we have found resonates with the visitors to our
memorial. As mentioned before, we find that whatever day of the week,
whatever hour of the day, we always find somebody there looking at the
memorial and reading the plaques. For that we are extremely pleased as they

are people who would normally just walk on by | think.

The project team did not blanch at the many obstacles, experienced by some of
these schemes and with an unwavering confidence plunged into a round of
planning, financial and stakeholder engagement to deliver a statement

memorial; Arboreal Architecture was appointed with a budget of c.£525k.

In March 2007, the project published its ambitious aim to contest the perception
of guilt, from an unjust panic narrative, with an uncompromisingly grand public
monument to be in place by 2008, the 65th anniversary (Stairway to Heaven
Memorial Trust 2021b). This coincided with the resumption of the anniversary
remembrance service, held in St John’s, on Sunday, 4" March 2007. Their
publicity release presents an interpretation of the events of 3" March 1943 and
its aftermath that shows the team were more than enthusiastic amateurs in the
‘unequal’ contest to get their memories into the public domain. Well-advised
spiritually and architecturally, they demonstrated shrewd professionalism in the
disposal of their skills and resources. Operating without an advertising or public

relations agency, they mastered overstatement and careful presentation of facts
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to build a picture of government suppression, a news blackout and an absence
of enemy activity. While this was true for their neighbourhood, German aircraft
were over London that night at a cost of lives in other districts. In the
presentation of Alf’s story, any conjecture that he was ‘the last to be rescued
alive’ was missing; in the frantic efforts to free the trapped his status is not a
provable fact, but a promotable story-line. Indeed, the testimony of Peter
Perryment and Ray Lechmere, not forgetting Trevor Wood’s mother, suggests
that, at the least, there are others to which a similar claim could be attributed.
This doubt does not lessen the trauma of young Alf nor imply that it did not
happen. There is nonetheless an unashamed pattern, in the early appeals, on
TV and in the press, that mobilises Alf's story, embellished or not, at a time
when other heart-breaking stories, bottled up for years, awaited to be told (BBC
News 2007; Davies 2007). Davies’ coverage in the Times drew a largely
positive response. However, one correspondent, with a family link to the
aftermath of the accident, hoped to see a memorial in the form of grants and
bursaries, for the educational benefit of youngsters from the community, that
would be ‘better than a bronze that many might pass without ever noticing’
(Walford 2007). In response, Alf Morris, in his role as Chairman of STHMT,
restated the case for the stairway, on a scale commensurate to the community’s
loss, unsparing in its detail of the carnage and the indignities of the aftermath
(Morris 2007).

The emphasis on the Morris story and its distinctive fusion of belligerence and
raw emotion was good for the project imperatives of publicity, funding and
political support; at this stage in March 2007, however, it only had the first. The
original costing of the Paticas vision, in bronze, approached £1m. Settling on a
stone and wood approach was budgeted at £525,000 (S. Scotting pers.comm).
Original fund-raising from the community had yielded only £25k so a well-
organised funding plan was needed and adopted. The cornerstone of the
campaign was in securing national and local government support and local
business pledges. Tower Hamlets Council had voiced its informal support in late
2006. Formal commitment was stimulated by the publicity of Alf's story and
secured through a committee presentation that emphasized the antithesis of the
‘old East End’, presenting instead a multi-faith, multi-cultural initiative for the

whole community embracing teaching materials and local engagement. Tower
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Hamlets became the most significant contributor to the memorial fund with an
initial pledge of £150k (S. Scotting pers.comm). There were publicised
donations from Canary Wharf, Boris Johnson, as London Mayor, and the
National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers. At national level, an
early Government waiver of VAT was applied for and ready support was flagged
by early day motions, by George Galloway in March 2007 and Andrew
Rosindell, MP for Romford, in March 2008 (BBC News 2008a and b). In an
early, perhaps premature show of optimism, the local paper flagged the early

signs of government support.
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Newspaper Publicity. 2008.

Pledges of institutional support depended on the matching of funds from other
sources and both were dependent on confidence that the project was
deliverable. The trust committee which already knew that funding was their
main concern as they entered 2008 were working closely with the architect and
his challenges. As an award citation of the Royal Institute of British Architects
later pointed out, the task of the architect was complex having created the
project, researched and established his own brief and discovered the people to
be his client. The client and the architect, according to the accounts | have,
worked largely in harmony and effectively met the challenge of the site
stakeholders, Transport for London (TfL), Tower Hamlets Council and Thames

Water (Royal Institute of British Architects 2021).

At no time did the project consider compromising on the design even when the
post-2008 downturn hit fund-raising, throughout three rounds of planning
applications or when a change in location was forced on the project by TfL, the
underground operators (BBC News 2009a). The vision for the memorial was

that its 'heavenly' stairs would sit over the actual stairs as a canopy. This was
207



refused by the TfL citing safety concerns. In another view, they expressed
discomfort at the link between modern tube travel and disaster (Butler 2015,
84). The memorial now stands a few metres away from TfL property within
Tower Hamlet's Library Gardens. An aerial photograph, see Figure 33 below,
confirms that the symbolism of the heavenward stairs is not compromised.

In 2015, local authority and commercial pledges were expected to cover about
60% of the projected cost (S. Scotting pers. comm: 28" September 2015). The
remainder was thus dependent on public sources such as donations, bucket
collections, pub quiz nights, themed dinners and dances. In the days before
online crowd-funding, the charity produced its own campaign films (Bethnal
Green Tube Disaster Memorial 2009; The Bethnal Green Underground Disaster
2012; One Hundred and Seventy-Three 2012) and produced regular project
updates on Facebook and through its own web pages. A blog by the Trust
started in 2011 as part of the social media element of their public relations and
fund raising plan. One example highlighted that there were Jewish victims
(Bethnal Green Memorial 2012).

It became clear that the telling of personal stories through media and social
channels was effective in raising the campaign profile and its charity income.
From 2008, the 65th anniversary of the disaster, a sustained publicity campaign
was implemented, starting a 10 year journey of home-grown funding. Alf Morris'
version of events, infused with anger and regret, was featured extensively; ‘this
permanent memorial has got to happen. All these people here lost relatives.
You can't have this - hanging flowers on railings’ (BBC News 2008a). In another
news clip, he meets the grand-daughter of his rescuer, Mrs Chumley. With
£175,000 pledged, the appeal for donations was unrelenting; for Mr Morris,
when ‘this memorial is up and these people could be remembered, | would die a
happy man’ (BBC News 2009b). The BBC One Show, a mainstream early
evening magazine show, featured a five-minute piece by Arthur Smith, with an
increasingly querulous Alf Morris: ‘People died, what for? Nothing, going to a
place thinking I'll be safe. There should be a proper memorial.” Morris is also
pictured laying a wreath on Mrs Chumley’s grave. As Smith says ‘all there is to
show for it is this discreet plaque’ referring to the 1993 memorial (BBC 2010b).
Wartime London with Harry Harris (2009) sees Alf, on the stairs and in Nico’s,

the café/bundle shop, with Harris, a celebrity London taxi driver who later
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became a patron of the STHMT. An East-ender, his style is direct, with the

authenticity of the fellow ‘cockney’.

Alf Morris was the dominant campaign voice from 2008-2011. Indeed, his
experience of 1940, not 1943, featured in BBC News coverage of the 70"
anniversary of the Blitz (BBC News 2010b). In a gradual change to a more
collegiate tone, Sandra Scotting was first featured in campaigning in February
2009, just ahead of the 66" anniversary service at St John’s. Resolutely on-
message, she outlined parliamentary support for ‘a more fitting memorial’,
adding that a plaque can never tell a story and risks removal or loss. The
proposed memorial's scale ensures that will not happen (BBC News 2009a).
The story of Peter Perryment was featured increasingly (Simons 2011) and
news stories started to appear as the charity called in favours from East End
celebrities. The 2010 service ‘starred’ Dame Barbara Windsor who laid a wreath
with the clear message that ‘we honour the women of the war and animals in
war, so we should honour the civilians that died’. Sandra Scotting drove the
message home that ‘A local architect actually saw the plaque, researched what
was going on and thought, “Well, this was the worst civilian disaster of the
Second World Watr, it deserves more than just this plague”. He designed the
Stairway to Heaven memorial and suddenly all the survivors and relatives got
together. Here we all are, we set up a charity and now we're raising money as
hard as we can.’ The charity announced that it had raised £200,000 (BBC News
2010a).

The unwavering pursuit of publicity and funds continued throughout 2010 and
2011, with responses from as far afield as the United States where a successful
novel and off-Broadway play featured Laurence Dunne and his report (Dettman
2010; Kane 2010). The new MP for Bromley and Bow, since 2010, Rushanara
Ali, who grew up in Bethnal Green, became a great supporter (S. Scotting pers.
comm). A watershed for the charity campaign was 2012 when sufficient funding
was in place to start construction in April (Wilson 2012). The sinuous white
stone base and the vertical pillar were in place by the year-end and the site was

ready for the 70" anniversary service on 3" March 2013 (The Times 2013).

The partially completed monument was launched by a new face of the
campaign. Babette Clark was 11 at the time of the tragedy; her story of survival

was delivered without sombre, angry darkness. She was to become a major
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voice in four more years of public meetings, community events, TV and press

Figure 32

Partial Completion. 2012. The Times 2013.

Memorial Bethnal Green Tube Disaster, 1943

Seventy years ago this week-
end, 173 people died and 90
were injured on the staircase of
Bethnal Green Tube station in
the worst civilian disaster of the
Second World War, Fiona
Wilson writes. Yet no bombs
were dropped on East London
that night.

Alarmed by the sound of
anti-aircraft rockets near by, res-
idents flooded the Tube station,
| then a shelter. A woman with a
| baby tripped, then many more
| fell forward, creating a wall of
bodies in the 15ft by 11ft space.

The lives of those who died
| willbe remembered at a memori-
| alservice on Sunday, 2pm, at the
church of St John on Bethnal
Green, London E2.

A memorial is being construct-
ed at the Tube station to remem-
ber the victims. Funds are being

e

raised for the final part of the
stairway, which will use teak re-
covered from the SS Pegu, a Brit-
ish transport ship sunk in the
First World War by a U-boat.
For more details and to
make a donation visit stairway
toheavenmemorial.org

BBC News showed families laying flowers at the memorial; no more would they
have to attach their flowers to the Roman Road railings (BBC News 2013a). In a
second piece, the transition from architect’s sketch to a permanent place of
remembrance, was narrated by Dr Toby Butler, at that point at the University of
East London. He linked the campaign’s oral history project, which he was
leading, with the release of repressed memories and their expression in the new
memorial. Along the length of the stone base, small plaques tell some of the
stories gathered by the survivor and witness interviews (BBC News 2013b).
Butler, from 2017 a freelance consultant on digital heritage, brought experience,
in collaborative heritage projects and community engagement, to the campaign,
at a time when it needed to fulfil the holistic scope that had enlisted the initial
support from Tower Hamlets Council. Public access to memory space through
digital walks, a schools teaching pack and a book on the campaign were the
products of this engagement (Butler 2015). Butler also brought a studied,

soothing voice to the campaign at a time when funding was precariously
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balanced and planning issues were ongoing. The campaign team was refreshed

by the addition of new committee members (The Charity Commission 2021)

For two years, after the first construction phase, the campaignh message struck
a more political tone. The cover-up had been an underlying theme since the
beginning (Hardman 2008; Dettman 2010) but a focus on recently-released
papers at the National Archives (Fountain 2012) saw a dissonant slant in the
campaign’s publicity which spoke less of a community working together and
more of one cast as a victim of an unjust verdict. Vindication was the theme and
an over-personalisation of the role of Herbert Morrison was the target of pointed
critique (Brooke 2012; Edge 2014). This narrative, with its emphasis on the
canard of panic, could not drown the impact of the campaign stories of Clark,
Perryment, Lechmere and others which had begun to eclipse the hitherto
defining voice of the campaign. Alf Morris, as the founder of the project, had
built the early awareness that the campaign needed, in terms that were less
relevant to an emerging agenda of community cohesion. Alf relinquished the
chairmanship but remained a trustee; no longer was it his voice alone that
dominated the narrative and his last public intervention was in 2013 (Zip 2013).
On my visits to remembrance services, remarks, that will remain unattributable,
guestioned his story and its dominance of the campaign but there can be no
denial that his approach, splenetic and heartbreaking by turns, eagerly
appropriated by the campaign trustees boosted the project at its formative, most

fragile time.

In 2015, it was clear, from interviews with campaigners and survivors, that after
three very difficult years, there was an emerging optimism. In two films,
independent of the trustees, the point of the campaign, lost in flirtations with
government conspiracy theories, was restated: fit and proper remembrance of a
community at one with its aims and sense of its place in the world. Real Lives-
Reunited (2014) brought together, at the partly-built memorial, Margaret McKay
with the daughter of her rescuer, P.C Penn, one of the first on the scene. Off-
duty and seeing the crush, he had parked his heavily pregnant wife in a safe
place and started extricating people, as his long testimony in the National
Archives demonstrates (Penn 1943). Penn rescued Margaret from the arms of
her dying mother. It was his child to be, Doreen Freeman, that Margaret was to

meet. Indisputably manipulative, this emotional reunion married tragedy and
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bravery. It reinforced, if it were needed, the value of story-telling and its
curation, in the same vein as the oral history project (Butler 2015).
Remembrance of a different kind is in a second short film, | Remember, |
Remember (2015) which traces the stories of three children whose survival
evoked varying and challenging adult responses. Nonetheless, all three came
together in the project, to have their emotions paraded for the benefit of others,
in a spirit of collective remembrance. Some of their personal comments are
extraordinary. Mrs Babette Clark, a life lived with a love of dancing, can ‘die
happy’ now the memorial is completed. Mr Lechmere, recalling his mother’s
wounds, says ‘they went through it down there’, seemingly oblivious to his own

trauma.

The optimism observed in 2015, within the project team, was not misplaced with
the completion of the memorial in 2017. Major problems had been negotiated
between the first building phase in 2012 and the second. Planning applications
had to be renewed, the original building company had gone into liquidation and
building materials that had been promised were no longer available (Stairway to
Heaven 2021b). However, the important thing was that the completed Memorial
stood proudly next to the stairs on 17" December 2017. The BBC made a ten-
minute film of the unveiling ceremony and released it the following March to
coincide with the 75th anniversary service held in St John’s (BBC 2018).

The formal ribbon-cutting was performed by a visibly frail Alf Morris and 102

year-old Dr Joan Martin, whose silence typified the generational reticence
following the tragedy. The unveiling ceremony was attended by Tower Hamlets

Mayor, John Biggs and the Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, who stressed the
importance of remembering the survivor’s stories. Sandra Scotting said the
completed memorial gives ‘closure, reminds people what happened and how
awful it was’; she adds, in counterpoint to closure, that she still hopes for some
official apology. Perhaps, the most apposite summing up of the monument’s
role is from Rev. Green, trustee and spiritual advisor, when he spoke of the
unveiling as ‘due respect’ being paid, ‘permanently, openly, publicised, not
hidden away’ (BBC 2018).

The 2018 service had a full congregation with each of the 173 names read out
by family members as candles in their memory were lit on the altar. This most
moving, yet simple, dedication has continued uninterrupted since 2007 but for
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the pandemic in 2021 when a virtual service was broadcast via social media
channels. The project may have found its motivation in perceptions of
undeserved guilt, humiliation and injustice yet in these simple remembrances it
is family, kinship, stories and shared memories that are the more lasting
motivators of remembrance. After the blessing, the congregation process
across the Roman Road and gather around the memorial. In a curious nod to
the old East End, and seemingly without dissonance in a much changed
neighbourhood, the procession is led by traditional Pearly Kings and Queens,
an organisation, rooted in the working class districts of North and East London
devoted to raising funds for charitable causes (The Pearlies 2021) and a British
Legion standard-bearer. Supporters, survivors and families lay wreaths and
flowers as neighbourhood fire crews stand in attention. In 2021 these same
firemen stood in silent vigil on the first Sunday in March in the absence of the
crowds that one hopes will return again in the future. In the 2015 service a
trumpeter signalled the last post. The trivial military overtones of remembrance
are overshadowed by the sharing of stories which continues back in the church
with tea and beigels. Here, the solemnity is parked and a hub-hub prevails as a
survivors photo shoot is staged, at which the call 'not him, he’s not a bloody
survivor’ rings out. In the crypt a local group is staging a play on the disaster, a
macabre setting as this is where some of the dead were brought on the night of
the tragedy. This is the side, unseen by the media. This is a community,
perhaps just for the day, but one without rancour or recrimination over a
catastrophic miscalculation that assumed people would treat the rocket test as a
routine air-raid and file calmly into the tube station. As Brian Penn, whose family
stayed home on the fateful night, observes ‘conspiracy theories still do the
rounds, but just occasionally the truth is more compelling. Frailties of the human
condition were there for all to see; it was just one assumption too many. As the
disaster slips from living memory, it is even more important to mark the event’
(Penn 2018). Across the road, that event is marked with a monument of striking
presence and symbolism. Its scale, and the achievement in its delivery, perhaps

worthy of recognition in a wider, national consciousness of war memory.

In the years that followed the intense pressure of the campaign, Sandra
Scotting and Harry Paticas were rewarded for their role in community

remembrance with an MBE. Derek Spicer died in 2019. Alf Morris’s work was
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almost done in 2015 when he stood alongside the partial memorial, too lost in
the moment to speak. After the 2017 unveiling he has been unable to attend the

remembrance services. He has not been rewarded with an MBE.

9.7 The Memorial

The early sketch of 2006 is visible at the heart of the completed memorial; the
‘stairs’ attached to the vertical plinth. The scale, symbolism and position is well

represented from an aerial photograph.

Figure 33

Bethnal Green Tube Disaster Memorial. 2017. Aerial View.

This shows the alignment with the entrance stairs where the people died.
STHMT aimed for something striking and this is what has been delivered. The
view is from the east with St John’s Church out-of-shot on the right. The
sustainably-sourced teak stair is a cast of the space in which the crowd
descended in 1943. The roof has 173 conical perforations through which,
around midday, spots of light are projected to the ground, to complete the
physical and symbolic link with the actual stairs. The clear, sinuous lines of the
white stone base snake for almost ten metres before a rapid vertical thrust to
the canopy adorned with the names of the victims. The names are repeated on
the column, close to a small light replicating the twenty-five watt bulb which lit

the entrance. The memorial is studded with fourteen small plaques, a
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commemorative telling of stories of the bereaved, the survivors and the first-
responders. It is one of the features that transforms the monument to a
memorial and creates the chance for lasting engagement through the narratives

of real life and death.
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Bethnal Green Memorlal 2017 Flrst Responder Plaque

The 15™ plaque, entitled The Bethnal Green Tube Shelter Disaster is about 1
foot square and tells the plain facts of the tragedy, without reference to panic,
cover-up, guilt or injustice, in a message dedicated to the people it remembers.
The War Memorials Register insensitively suggests the inscription speaks of
‘stampede and panic’, in a clear case where external information is added as if
it were part of the monument (IWM 2021/ WMR70373).

A discreet plaque, low on the side of the base pays tribute to Arboreal, Tower
Hamlets Council and some specific supporters. Eleven years of toil and
eventual triumph by the Memorial Trust are very understated.

Figure 35

Bethnal Green Memorial. 2017. Acknowledgement Plaque.
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The completed memorial was delivered under budget at £467k (H. Paticas
pers.comm). Sandra Scotting observed that without the architect’s personal
‘investment’ in a cause that he believed in and helped to shape, it would have

been considerably more (Pers.comm. 28" September 2015).

Any approach to the crossroads is dominated by the high canopy and its
prominent names. It demands attention and its sensitivity in explaining the past
is in marked contrast to the means of contestation that saw it from sketch to its
new landmark status. This had to be direct, confrontational, hyperactive and
sustained, at some cost to style, messaging and method. Moreover, amid the
practical challenges of delivery, strained relationships were managed and did
not challenge the eventual completion. The campaign had gained much, in its
early days from emotional and sometimes angry declarations on the tragedy. An
emerging emphasis on community relations jarred with the disputatious side of
this approach. It was perhaps inevitable, yet, nonetheless sad, that the original
partnership of architectural vision and the last survivor should become
increasingly ineffective. The stories of others became more important to support

a more holistic community narrative, not one born of grave injustice alone.

The monument is silent on internal divisions or the methods adopted to effect its
delivery in time for the 75" anniversary of the tragedy. It meets the criteria set
by the campaign in symbolising what happened in a way that encompasses all
of its victims, the bereaved, the injured and their rescuers. It is immovable and
prominent, its size is commensurate with the scale of the tragedy and the
degree of distortion in the telling of this local history. Something this large and
the public nature of its campaign inevitably invites critique. Detractors might
point to an over-brash aesthetic from a group looking for redemption through
scale rather than meaning. Its neighbourhood location may be at odds with the
ethnicity and religion of its present communities, potentially resentful of émigrés
planting a monument to a past with no meaning for them. The memorial group,
via comments from Paticas and Scotting, believe completion silenced most
critique, adding that doubters of the wisdom of this scale of investment were
won over by its visible communication of the tragedy. The monument is part of a
remembrance package with multi-media commemorative material and a
community engagement programme that has reached into schools and local

groups through the local Inter-faith Forum. The original support from Tower
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Hamlets Council was conditional on the outreach element of the proposal and,
both morally and financially, it has not wavered (Pers. Comm. S Scotting).
Indeed, the local authority, with the help of volunteer ‘guardians’, has the task of

curation and custodianship after the installation (H. Paticas pers. comm).

The community, for whom this monument is overdue recompense for the
criticism and forgetting of their loved ones, has created a memorial vested in
family ties, social frameworks and personal memories. This, in the writer's
opinion, is a well-designed and executed memorial, with symbolism allied to
specific remembrance, inviting engagement. The striking lines and scale make it

impossible to pass-by, without asking what happened here?

9.8 Summary

The new monument at the tube station has promoted family reunions, personal
healing, open discussion of a shared past and pride in the community; well-
attended public events of remembrance, should they continue, in the Covid
aftermath, will act to retain some cohesion in the widespread community of the
disaster survivors and bereaved families. The STHMT committee are either
survivors or lost close family members, a previous Chair was pulled from the
crush by his hair. Their stories are of heartbreak and heroism, infused with the
anger of being silenced and the injustice of blame. Family members were part
of ‘an unruly mob’ that had ‘panicked’, exhibiting a ‘loss of control’ and hence
bore the brunt of blame. The post-war generation had learned little from their
family. Many people respected being sworn to secrecy and the stories had been
repressed, staying untold until the pressure was relieved after 1993 and

eventually completely released through the momentum of the project.

The unequal struggle of contested memory and meaning is writ large here with
a hugely imaginative and unconventional memorial. The Bethnal Green
Memorial is now a landmark, perhaps the grandest and most memorable, in the
catalogue of civilian remembrance in London, with a substance transcending
empty monumentality through the naming of the victims and the display panels
with their heart-breaking stories. It is no mere cliché ‘without emotional
justification’ (Young 2017, 14). The Stairway to Heaven Charity had a vision
vested in a search for redress and this has resulted in a monument of physical

and symbolic stature, within a community much changed since the events of
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1943. Its roots in injustice have evolved into holistic personal remembrance in a

public form.

It shares, with the more modest Columbia Market plaque, a past of innocent
loss in a supposed place of safety. The neglected stories of both deserved to be
commemorated. Put into context by the personal testimony of the activists who
shaped them, these are critical insights into the history of the Blitz. Their
commemorative outcomes differ enormously yet both express the essence of
contested collective remembrance: the harnessing of personal loss or grievance

and the willingness to campaign to get public visibility and redress.

The Stairway memorial group was blessed with a shared vision and a
preparedness to mobilise the past in a way that maximised their resources and
overcame daunting funding and planning obstacles to place a monument,
fundamentally revising an improper 'collective’ memory of events, in an area
where the monument might have had limited meaning, for the neighbourhood's
ethnic and religious mix, had their community outreach programme been

ineffective.

It would be predictable to suggest that the Columbia memorial has been
adversely affected by the scale, organisation and public awareness achieved
just up the road. Columbia Market War Memorial however had its own raison
d’étre. It is a place of reflection, removed from the life-rush of a busy tube
station, and its inception adopted an emollient tone. The Columbia activists
worked quietly, with simple aims, unburdened by deep hurt, to find survivors
and the families of the victims and involve them in its unveiling. Even so, it
nearly missed its mark given the strains between its rather quixotic founder and
the more practised networker he had invited to help. There is a distinct sense
that Trevor Wood, born and bred in Bethnal Green, whose very existence
derives from his mother’s escape from the tube stairs, was neither in tune with
the prevailing narrative at the stairway nor their approach. Wood suggested the
stairway project could have had a decent memorial sooner had they aimed
lower. In meeting Trevor, | can appreciate that the methods, approach and
complexity of the Stairway project would not appeal. Their zeal however was

driven by close-family loss; by a twist of fate, Trevor's family were spared that.

Both teams feel they have succeeded in their aim to create a memorial that is
relevant and involving. They knew what they wanted and who it was for. Their
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monuments meet the conditions that can sustain their meaning after the long
hiatus of neglect and forgetting that stimulated their development. They fit into a

local commemorative landscape summarised in Appendix 18.

In extending their memorial work to their communities, both Bethnal Green
projects gained local support and demonstrated an assurance in delivering
contested, coll