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TRUE STORIES FROM
THE MOST DEVASTATING
WAR IN HISTORY

The Second World War
changed the course ol history.
Up 1w 8o million people died.
lamilics woere torn apart and
whoele  cities were  reduced
to rubble. Now. over 7o years
after  the war, sorvivors
share their stories, passing
on  Ltheir memories  so that
their experiences are  never
lorgoiien, Many ol the stories
in the book were collected by
children whio interviewaod
relatives and family  friends.
RAF rear gunner Harry lrons
recounts his lirst bombing raid
on Germany: Anita Loasker-

Wallliseh explains how playing

the celle inm the orchestra
at Auschwitz=Birkenau saved
her lile: and Takashi Tanemori.,
who was playing  hide-and-
seck at school in Hiroshima on
o August 1945. deseribes what
happened  after the atomic
bomb fell on his eity.

Her Royal Highness The
Duchess ol Cambridge  also
searched out o story from her
family. She visited Rletehley
Park in Buckinghamshire, the
centre of intelligenee gathering
in Britain during the war,
to moeet Loady Marion Body,
n veteran who had  worked

there  alongside  Catherine's

grandmother, Valerie Glassborow.
Valerie wasnt a  codebreaker
but hod o erucial job in a small
seelion responsible Tor managing
the collection of cnemy signals.

I'he duchess learned that  her

grandmother had been one of

the lirst to know that the war
had ended, as she was working
the day shilt when o signal
from Tokvo was intereepied,
announeing that the Japanese
were about to surrender.

This unigue and moving
collection ol [rsi=hand aceounis
ol the war is  published in
nssociation  with  Firsi News,

the award-winning children’s

Lady Marton ey tefls the Dwckess of
Cambridee about §er fime warkiog af
Bfetckley Pard during e war
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NEW SPaper, and The Silver
Line, the confidential helpline
for older people established by

DNume Esther Rantzen.
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SOME OF THE CHILDREN
WHO HEARD THE STORIES

T T e TN T

Many ol the stories in this book were collected by children,
giving them the chance to learn about the Second World War

from the people who were there.
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Dawelas Poole fosned the Territorral Army in 1937, and was one

of the first 1o be called up when war broke our. He has woritten

alront s experiences i s memers, The Timeol My Youth,

It was Sunday 6 August 1959. Speculation was mounting about war
in Europe; reports of troop movements and pictures of anxious-
looking people returning rom abroad featured in the press,
Against the tide of publie opinion, one Sunday paper insisted,
on the adviee of its astrologer. that there would be no war!
On the radio. light music and oceasional warlike tunes were played
“to keep the spirits up”.

Those who had experienced the horrors and sulTering of the
First World War were understandably more concerned than people
like me, who were born later. My mother was very worried by the
turn of events, particularly as | had joined the Territorial Army
two years previously and | was due to leave for a month’s training
the following week. My lather and | tried to calm my mother's fears
by saying that we thought war was unlikely.

My father and | went tor a beer before lunch. as we did most
Sundays. As we ordered our drinks. my father’s friend George
hailed him from the other end of the bare.

"My son here is of F with the army next week,” my dad told him.

“Must have a drink on that,” George responded. "What mob are
you with%”

Dad told him that | was a non-commissioned officer in the
Essex Hegiment. The hint of pride in his voice was unmistakable.

As we walked back home, Father said, *We have to humour your

mother, you know. It won't be like the last time.” He was relerring
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to the year before, when 1 had been called up for the erisis over
the Sudetenland, only to return after five days when the Munich
Agreement was signed and war failed to break out.

*I know.,” I said. “That’s why | was so keen to get that shelter
dug. But Mother refuses to let me it her gas mask - she insists it
messes her hair,”

*1 hope Hitler doesn™t use gas, for your mother’s sake,” said my
father. We both laughed uneasily.

We were walking through an area where lots of Jewish people
lived. | waved at some lads [ had been to sehool with and wondered
il they were more worried about the war than we were.

The smell of the Sunday roast greeted us at the front door.
“1I've made apple pudding for you.” my mother said.

“That’s more than you'll be getting next week.” my father joked.

We both laughed, but my mother turned sharply away.

That evening, | went tochurch, At the entrance to St Matthew's,
a man named Millington handed me a hymn book. *You're not with
the choir?™ he asked.

“*No,” | said. *I thought I'd just join the congregation tonight:
"Il be going away for a while, you see.™ L didn™t mention the army,
for Millington. a fervent pacifist. had voiced disapproval when
I enlisted.

“I heard you were, boy,” he said.

After the sermon, the viear said, “These are days
of tremendous uneertainties. Some parishioners
will be facing unfamiliar or even dangerous
wirys ol life. As you know, a member ol our choir
leaves ina few days” time for duty with the army.
We pray that he may return to us safely
and speedily.”
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At the end of the service, some of the congregation came to wish
me well. | chuckled to disguise the emotion | felt. "Look, 'l be back
ina month,” | said. "Probably by Harvest Festival.” As | neared the
door, Nares, an l‘.]lil?l'l.l!.' baritone, called out to me. His son had been
killed in the Battle of Loos in 1915, duiri ng the First World War,
a fact commemorated on a plate at the back of the choir stall.
some folk reckoned that Nares was considerably affected by his
loss, which explained his aloofness; | could not reeall ever having
had a conversation with him.

"You will come back, son, won’t you?” He looked at me strangely.

*I'll do my best,™ 1 said. ®In fact, Il make a point of it.”

“God be with you,” he said. "Always remember your prayers.”

I felt as though he hadn’t really been talking to me. and | was
relieved when members of the ehoir suddenly appeared. | explained
how embarrassed | would be when | returned in a few weeks” time,

Walking home along the cobbled street, amidst dealening traffic,
a feeling of sadness overwhelmed me. | was leaving this secure,
familiar world of mine: an unknown future beckoned, and nothing

would ever be the same. Indeed, it never was.

In September 1948, when | was four years old, Nazi Germany

took over the Sudetenland, 1t soon became clear that this would
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lead to the total cecupation of Czechoslovakia. The UK and Franee
had agreed to let Germany do this: it was a complete betrayal of
our country.

On 17 November 1959, when | was five, the Nazis executed
nine Czeeh students and sent 1.200 students and professors o
conecentration eamps, just beeause they were protesting against
the German oeeupation of Czechoslovakio, | remember that very
elearly. beeause one of the murdered students was a family friend
who | was very fond of, | was very upset.

The war was a terrilying time for us children. Our parents tried
to make onr childhoods as normal as possible, but we were seared
every time there was a knock at the door in the evening. My parents
spent a lot of time listening to a radio programme from London,
which was forbidden, and they would have been in great danger if
the Germans had found out.

Our family had a good Jewish friend named Ruzena Heydukova,
Even though she was married to a Christian man. she was taken
to a concentration camp in Terezin, also known as Theresienstadt,
Ruzena was one ol around 140000 Jews who were taken to
Theresienstadt during the war. She survived the eamp, but many
of her family members did not. My family knew other Jews, too,
and we helped them by storing their furniture and keeping their
money safe. When they returned atter the war, they were happy
to have their things back — but their happiness didn’t last long. The
communists confiscated most people’s possessions a few years later,

My lamily didn't have any German Priends, but we did have some
distant German relatives. My great-aunt Julia married a German
man in the ecarly 1goos, and their two sons joined the Nazi Party.
Our relations ended there and then, Onee, they visited us in Prague
and they brought me a big box of chocolates. | refused to taste even
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g tiny chocolate - that was my way of showing patriotism. It took
a lot of willpopwer, becanse chocolate was so rare in those days.

At school we only had to speak German in a couple of lessons
— history and maths., Otherwise we spoke Czech. We rebelled
against the German occupation by not putting our arms straight
up in the air for the Nazi salute during the German national anthem
at the start of each school day.

I was around ten years old when the war ended. We all felt a
huge sense of relief. happiness and exeitement for the future.
Unfortunately this feeling only lasted until February 1948, when

the communists took over the ecountey. Years of dark ness followed.

Franciszed Kornicki jotned the Polish Avr Force College

rn 1936 whele was wineteen. He fowsht for Poland

durine thewar. and after the German thvasion
he moved frest to France and thew to Britain,
ahere he fouiht with the Royal Air Force (R A,
L

| graduated as a fighter pilot in June 1999 and was posted to a
fighter squadron. The war started on 1 September that year. The
Polish Air Force unfortunately had very few aireraft compared to
the Germans. Those that
we did have were old and
slow. whereas German
aireralt were by lar the
most modern in the world at
that time, The Germans had

— —
Framcioped feembred otk felfoie Polech
Air Faree Colleze cader officers

PEL BT fighter, wied for fighter pifor traiming in Poland
e L ——
about eight or nine times as many fighter
pilots as we did, too. We tried our best, bt
wo didn’t stand a chanee.

I remember one time | saw a German aireralt and | started
firing. but after one or two short bursts my guns jammed. [t was
impossible to reload. | tried - | unbuckled my harness in order to
reach the guns, but | eouldn’™. So | put my harness back on. | did
half' a roll to get eloser to the enemy but my buckle and harness
detached and | fell out of the plane! | managed to open the
parachute and | landed sately.

Mot long after that, the Polish armed forees withdrew, and on
17 September the Russians, who had
signed an agreement with Germany,
attacked Poland  from  the cast.,
Poland never formally surrendered,
but that was really the end. All pilois
were told to get 1o Romania and
make their way to Franee. 5o on 18
September 1 erossed the Romanian
border in a ecar with three of my

squadron friends.
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Frameissed awd rave of Ris friends posing ek
their car dwrimg the ecacwarion from Pelard

Poland had an agreement with
Romania - we would help them, and they would help us. Now we
needed their help, but they were under pressure trom the Germans
tostopus gettingout of Romania and to keep us incamps. My friends
and | managed toavoid the camps with the helpofa young Romanian
officer who found us accommodation with a teacher's family and
had civilian clothes made for us. We gave him our leather coats and
our uniforms in return. He helped us to pass through a checkpoint
so we could proceed to Bucharest in southern Romania.



We managed to reach the Polish Embassy in Bueharest, where
we were issued with temporary passports and some money, and
|.|'|l'!|] L [U[J]‘i i [t'uin IR EA L""n-'l.'lll"'fl."’i- |.I'|l" HI-I.IL'l;. FH.!-I.I. I'.I'UI'I'I ll'l.l'!l'l'! Wl
managed to cateh a boat to the French city of Marseille.

We arrived in Franee in October, and we were :-iupp:_}h.ﬂl Lo go Lo
a French air foree base just outside Lyon, but hundreds ol us were
held in a huge exhibition hall until February. Poland had o mutual
assistance agreement with France and Britain, but some French
people believed Poland had started the war because we wouldn’t
agree to Hitler's demands,

The French had built a line of defences around the country called
the Maginot Line, and they thought that would protect them. But
when the Germans attacked Franee, they came through Belgium
and bypassed the Maginot Line completely. France had a large
army and air foree but they were badly led. The morale was poor and
they lost the will to defend their country. It was an utter disaster.

I started training to fly French aireralt on 15 May 1940, My Hirst
flight in a combat fighter plane ended badly. Shortly atter take-
oft the engine packed up. There was a forest straight ahead ol me.
50 | had to turn back. | just managed to get over the trees near the
airfield and landed with the underearriage pointing upwards. | was
not injured but my aireralt
was  seriously  damaged.
As 1 was standing there
Illl}kiﬂg Y LI!I.' W r‘l.'l.'l'i.ilj.'."l.'.
the commandant of the

airlield said, *You owe the

a million francs!™ 1 said,

“Sir. | ean't pay that!™

Francissed s plane, afiery of deintegrared during fratning

French government  hall

Then 1 realized he was joking. The second French Fighter plane |
Mew performed well. Soon | was strapped in, ready, waiting for
orders — but they never eame.

When | arrived at the airfield on the morning of the French
surrender there were French guards by our aireraflt, so we couldn’t
take them and Ay away. All Polish people at the airfield were taken
by bus to the railway station. There was no time to colleet anything
from our quarters. We travelled a few hundred miles and spent the
lirst night at a small airficld. My friends and 1 didn’t want to travel
any lurther by train so we broke into a closed aireralt hangar and
lound a car, which we lilled up with petrol that we'd drained rom
a few aireralt. The four of us travelled to Perpignan on the French/
Spanish border tocateh aship to North Africa, but the naval admiral
in Perpignan wouldn't let us — he was already collaborating with the
Germans. We had to leave the car there and we travelled by train
to Saint-Jean-de-Luz in south-western France to get on a ship to
Britain. A French colonel tried to stop us, but we were there witha
large group of Polish soldiers, with weapons and ammunition, and
we threatened to Fight him. Soat last, on 24 June 1940, we boarded a
British ship, the Arandora Star, and sailed to Liverpool in England.

We arrived in Liverpool on 26 June and we were taken by bus to
a camp in Cheshire. There were hundreds and hundreds ol tents,
full of Polish people. | didn"t speak a word of English, but I started
lecarning from day one. | found a “teach vourself English™ book.
and a couple of chaps who spoke English mentored the rest of us.
| remember one of them saying, “The most common little word in
English is T-H-E, and it’s a hell of a job to pronounce it!™ We found
cight ways to pronounee it, and every single one was wrong.

I was trained to fly Hurricanes (British fighter planes) and
did my operational flying (rom RAF Northolt, which was a



home hbase o three Polish
sgquadrons from 1641 until the
invasion of France. | was in 15
Squadron. Our job was mainly
to escort bhombers who were
attacking targets in German-
oecupicd France, Belgium and
Holland. We also flew fighter
sweeps, looking for German
planes all over the sky and
attacking ground targets. A lot
ol blood was spilled - the

" L]
Germans' and ours.

Frauciveed (eight) with tae of bis fellowe 315
Nawadron pilots af Nertkoll, readly fo fighi

| remember Sunday g Hrplt:mh{:l’ 1094 very well: we were told
ter listen Lo our radios at 11 a.m. a5 there was to be an
announcement  rom the Beitish Prime  Minister, Neville
Chamberlain. The announcement Finished with the words, “This
country is at war with Germany.” Nobody had any idea what
that would mean for us or how long the war would last. Someone
remarked to me he thought it would earry on till Christmas at

least. Little did we know that we were to spend six Christmases

- N

On 15 February 1945, | was
appointed squadron commander ol 08 Squadron. That lasted
thirteen days. During a lighter sweep, at a height ol 25.000 lect
(7600 metres), | suddenly got an excruciating pain in my stomach,
I managed to land at Northolt and found the squadron doctor,
He poked me with a finger. and | yelled. He said, "Your appendix
has burst! Don’t move!™ | was operated on that evening.

Shortly after that I was given command of 517 Squadron and on
1 January 1944. | was taken off flying. Six months later, alter the
Allies invaded France and foreed the Germans to retreat, | went as
a staft officer to Holland, The war was going our way. On 7 May
1945, | was fying back to England for a eourse. When 1 landed,
| was told that the war was over.

People say that we Poles were particularly brave during the war,
There's some truth in that, but it's been exaggerated. We had a
score Lo settle = an extra one, because of what the Germans had

I.‘I{II'II'. Law cana e coinnamil I'_}'.

at war, That night we heard our first air raid siren. We didn't
know what to expect, so we all got out
of bed and sat in the broom cupboard
under the stairs. It was a false alarm,
and many more were to follow, It was
a long time before any bombs were to
fall on this country.

In September 1g40, the Germans
started mass bombing raids on our
cities by night to try to destroy our
factories and break the morale of the
civilian population. The government
formed the Home Guard, a8 sort of
citizens” army to support the regular
army in the event of an invasion,
and | joined up. In those carly days,

Kem arind bis Srovher aod their Friends
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