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Abstract

This thesis explores the provision of printed material in the form of books, pamphlets, newspapers and magazines to the British Army during the Second World War in the context of the need to sustain the morale of the troops. It addresses the following questions: why did the army require such a variety of printed material at a time when printing and publishing was disrupted by rationing, shortages, and enemy action?  How were these publications chosen, sourced, and distributed? Finally, who was the material intended for and did it meet their needs? These questions are addressed from the perspective of book history supported by aspects of military and social history and that of army administration and education.

  The thesis starts by examining concerns over morale at the beginning of the war and the changes to army training, education and welfare made in response. It investigates how bulletins and pamphlets sought to inspire soldiers through education in current events, the progress of the war, and improving their knowledge of British history and society. It also explores how newspapers, news-bulletins, wall newspapers and unit magazines provided reliable information to counter rumour and instil cohesion. It further delineates how books and libraries encouraged reading for recreation and self-education, thus counteracting alienation and boredom. Alongside this, consideration is given to the difficulties of providing printed material during conditions of total war. As well as problems in production, supply and distribution, destruction by enemy action, and resistance from conservative elements in the military and political spheres were obstacles. Some of these difficulties were, however, overcome as the war turned in Britain’s favour. The different issues faced by forces located overseas are examined alongside domestic arrangements.

  The evolution of the wartime army as a social institution has been documented in recent scholarship. However, the role of books, newspapers and pamphlets, both official and unofficial, in this process has perhaps been underexplored. This thesis concludes that, while it is difficult to directly measure the contribution these publications made to sustaining army morale, the printed materials generated for and distributed to the troops represented an important strand in the development of the army as a more enlightened institution and, arguably, made a contribution to bringing about a force capable of defeating the enemy in North West Europe after D-Day.
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Introduction

A few years ago I bought a copy of Robert Gibbings’ Sweet Thames Run Softly, a lyrical account of an exploration of the River Thames, illustrated with engravings by the author. This particular edition was issued in 1944 as a ‘Services Edition’ paperback under the Guild Books imprint. The following announcement was printed on the rear cover: 

This Edition is produced for the

SERVICES CENTRAL BOOK DEPOT

Artillery House, Handel Street, London, W.C.1

for circulation to the

FIGHTING FORCES OF THE ALLIED NATIONS.

  On further examination I discovered that the Services Central Book Depot was part of a sizeable activity that provided the British Army with a range of printed material during the Second World War. Although the army printed huge quantities of pamphlets, manuals, orders and instructions throughout the war, these particular books, pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines appeared to be specifically designed to educate and entertain the huge numbers of British citizen-soldiers - effectively civilians in uniform – recruited into the army from 1939. My initial enquiries as to how these publications were devised, sourced and distributed, and for whom they were intended, provided few answers and the entire undertaking appeared to be a virtually unexplored area of book history.  

  When the Second World War began the British Army, small in comparison to its European counterparts, had to expand rapidly into a mass army capable of fighting a continental land war. Conscription of civilians into the military was introduced in the lead up to war and accelerated once hostilities began. The army took in nearly three million men of whom roughly three quarters were conscripts. 
  This was only the second time that Britain had formed a mass citizen army. In the First World War the army initially relied on voluntary enlistment to generate a vast and immediate expansion in numbers. Millions served on the Western Front where 
the massive casualty rate made conscription inevitable. From 1916, men were called-up to serve in the army.   

  The end of the First World War brought about a rapid demobilization and Britain’s inflated army contracted. Conscription ended in 1918 and so the new generation of citizen-soldiers who joined the army from 1939 knew almost nothing of military service. Inevitably, there was a clash of cultures as independent-minded citizens encountered the disciplines of army life. There would be no repeat of the carnage of the First World War as the majority of soldiers remained in Britain for most of the conflict, becoming disenchanted with army service while having little idea as to why they were there or what they were supposed to be fighting for. 

  The soldiers’ attitude led to concerns about morale in the expanding army. Although there is continuing debate over the depth and extent of the difficulties entailed in integrating and motivating the conscripts, there were issues to be addressed if the operational efficiency of the army was to be developed and maintained. As David French admits in Raising Churchill’s Army, his analysis of the combat capability of the army in the Second World War, ‘most soldiers regarded the war as an unpleasant but necessary job that had to be completed so that they could then return to their everyday civilian lives’.1 

  In 1939, remedies to address issues around morale were available. S. P. MacKenzie in Politics and Military Morale notes that, only in the twentieth century, ‘with the appearance of mass conscript armies, at a time of general literacy and increasingly direct political participation by the general population in the life of the nation did attention seriously begin to focus on possible links between Army education, morale, and socio-political outlook’.2 Thus, the advancement of army education came to be seen as a means to strengthening the conscript’s loyalty and morale. Alongside education, improvements to army welfare helped to integrate men who could not easily detach themselves from their civilian responsibilities.

1 David French, Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany 1919-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 122. 

2 S. P. MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, Current affairs and citizenship education in the British army, 1914-1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 1-2. 

  Little of this applied for much of the First World War. In 1914 a new recruit to the British Army encountered ‘a life where private interests were impossible, where books were as scarce as baths, and where the only conceivable recreation was an organized game’.3 In the view of the military authorities, the men ‘were either fighting or training too intensively for the schoolroom to intrude’ and there was ‘no time for any activity not directly related to military efficiency’.4 According to Colonel A. C. T. White in his history of army education, there was ‘as yet no answer to the question of mental stagnation’. On the Western Front, ‘unless fighting had flared’, all that the soldier could do ‘was to keep well down in the muddy trench’. Behind the lines in rest areas ‘there was nothing to do after work but lie about under a dim lantern’ as ‘newspapers were scarce, late, and heavily censored; books were unknown’.5 

  However, by 1916, a ‘rather more positive attitude began to become apparent’ driven by ‘the suspected state of Army morale’.6 To meet the soldiers’ avid demand for news, lectures on current affairs were organized which, in turn, led to the formation of ad hoc study groups. These groups increasingly discussed issues relating to resettlement into civilian life and, sensing a need to plan for demobilization, the army developed a scheme of education with two objectives: ‘to give men a wide view of their duties as citizens, and to help them in their work after the war’.7 This scheme, led by Major Lord Gorell, only became fully established in 1918 and ran until 1920. Therefore, it mainly benefitted soldiers in the Army of Occupation in Germany who had to be kept engaged prior to leaving the army. 

  In 1939 the army seemed destined to repeat the mistakes of 1914 -1916. Organized education, in particular, was deemed to be irrelevant to the tasks of fighting or preparing to fight. However, problems caused by the rapid rate of conscription soon led to second thoughts. The need to absorb large numbers of citizen-soldiers brought about changes to army training, education, and welfare. In 1940 a new Directorate of Welfare and Education, led by Major-General Harry Willans, was established in the 
3 Colonel A. C. T. White, The Story of Army Education, 1643-1963 (London: George G. Harrap, 1963), p.45.
4 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p 4.

5 White, Story of Army Education, pp. 46-47.

6 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p 4.

7 White, Story of Army Education, pp. 47-48.

War Office. Willans believed that ‘education and welfare must go hand in hand’ to ‘cater for the whole needs of the man’ in order to produce ‘a contented soldier and so a contented Army’.8 To support this end, pamphlets would educate the conscripts on the cause they were fighting for; newspapers and magazines would alleviate rumour and inform them on the progress of the war; and books would help to assuage their boredom with army life.

  This study, therefore, will explore the use of books, pamphlets, newspapers and magazines produced in support of the education and welfare objectives of the wartime British Army. To do this from the perspective of book history, we first need to understand what comes within its scope. Book history uses the word ‘book’ in its widest sense, encompassing any piece of written or printed text that has in some way been made public. It recognizes that these texts exist within literate societies that create and consume them and hence are devices of human communication which move from one person or one group to another if they are to perform their function. Book history, therefore, deals not only with the text as material form, created by authors, printers, editors, designers, publishers, and others using resources such as parchment, paper, and digital screens, but also how it impacts on the society of which it is a part. If books are to serve a useful purpose, they must be accessed and read by an end-user. Book history also explores ways in which the text is acquired, either through purchase or borrowing, how it is transported and disseminated, and how it is accessed. It studies the reading environment, acknowledging that factors such as available time and quality of lighting can affect concentration. It recognizes that reading is central to accessing the text, while acknowledging that an oral (spoken) and aural (hearing) tradition still persists; and it considers the impact of the text on the reader and how this can be shaped by societal constraints.9 

  This thesis, therefore, examines why the army required such a variety of books, newspapers and pamphlets at a time of total war when printing and publishing was disrupted by rationing, shortages, and enemy action. It explores how individuals and 

8 H. Willans, ‘Army Welfare and Education’, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 89 (1941), 294–307 (p. 295).

9 Simon Eliot and Jonathan Rose, ‘Introduction’ in A Companion to the History of the Book, ed. by Simon Eliot and Jonathan Rose (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), pp.1-6. 

groups instigated, designed, made, and distributed these publications while operating within these strict wartime constraints. It considers how this printed material was received within the army and by their primary consumer: the British citizen-soldier. Accordingly, it is the citizen-soldier who takes centre stage in this study of how these varied publications assisted General Willans in his endeavour to produce more contented soldiers and hence a more contented army.

  With the focus on the thousands of mostly conscripted men who served in the ranks of the British Army, other parts of the Allied war machine, such as women serving in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), troops from across the British Empire, and elements from the Royal Air Force and the Royal Navy, only feature when relevant to the narrative of army publications. The ATS, for example, were fully involved in the army’s new education initiatives. RAF and navy personnel helped to edit and distribute army newspapers while, in the Western Desert of Libya, British, Australian, Indian, South African, and New Zealand units produced and shared news-bulletins. Army led initiatives, such as the Services Central Book Depot, also serviced the RAF and, to a lesser extent, the navy. However, these other services lie outside the parameters of this thesis.

  This century has seen a burgeoning interest in book production and the communication of information in wartime. The final volume of The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain (2019), for example, includes a chapter by Jane Potter on ‘The book in wartime’ that embraces the Cold War along with the conflicts of 1914-1918 and 1939-1945;10 correspondingly, in Print for Victory: Book Publishing in England 1939-1945 (2008), Valerie Holman provides an in-depth study of British publishing during the Second World War.11 Meanwhile, a recent major project undertaken by the Institute of English Studies and King’s College London has developed ‘A Publishing and Communications History of the Ministry of Information, 1939-46’. This examines the Ministry’s control of news and information and its influence on how information on the war was communicated to audiences at home and abroad. Publication of the project’s findings is ongoing at https://moidigital.ac.uk. These studies are, however, 
10 Jane Potter, ‘The book in wartime’ in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain VII: The Twentieth Century and Beyond, ed. by Andrew Nash, Claire Squires and I. R. Willison (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 567-579. 

11 Valerie Holman, Print for Victory: Book Publishing in England 1939-1945 (London: British Library, 2008).

primarily rooted in the civilian sphere. For aspects of book history in relation to the wartime army we must turn, for instance, to articles by S. P. MacKenzie on army newspapers, and by Margaret Hung on the Library Association’s clash with the army over camp libraries.12 To these can be added Joe Pearson’s Penguins March On: Books for the Forces during World War II (1996), which provides a somewhat uncritical view of Penguin Books’ wartime role in supplying paperbacks to the British and American Forces and to prisoners of war.13 Yet these works deal with specific aspects of military reading provision and there is still plenty of scope for further research in this field.

  It is also relevant here to note that Simon Eliot has recently developed a model to explain why some modes of communication increase in significance or effect, while others dwindle or disappear altogether. In more advanced societies, in particular, the means of communication and what they communicate often overlap and sometimes compete for attention and effect. Just as in the natural world organisms interact and compete in their environment, in the societal world the various dissemination systems compete for interest, influence, money, and power. This process produces an ‘ecology of communication’ in which the different systems occupy different niches. There will be periods of relative quiet in which these systems complement each other to form a stable ecology. However, there will also be periods when the communication ecology changes as society faces new challenges, threats, opportunities or competition, and the need for re-adaptation dramatically increases. This becomes a dynamic process in which the adaptation or adjustment of one system forces adjacent systems into further change.14
  Eliot has tested his model on Britain during the Second World War, when existing systems of communication, including newspapers, book publishing, radio, and film were confronted by an enlarged government bureaucracy in the form of the Ministry of Information (MOI). He demonstrates how the Ministry successfully established a 

12 S. P. MacKenzie, ‘Vox Populi: British Army Newspapers in the Second World War’, Journal of Contemporary History, 24, (1989), 665-681; Margaret Hung, ‘A Guerrilla War in World War II: How the Library Association fought the War Office and the Army – and lost’, Library History, 24, (2008), 167-188. 

13 Joe Pearson, Penguins March On, Books for the Forces during World War II (London: Penguin Collectors’ Society, 1996).

14 Simon Eliot, ‘Recasting book history’, in The Concept of the Book: The production, progression and dissemination of information, ed. by Cynthia Johnston (London: Institute of English Studies, 2019), pp. 7-33. 
niche for itself, in competition with other means of communication. Eliot’s concept works well when applied to significant developments such as the arrival of the MOI. Whether it can as readily explain the impact of the expanded need for books for army education and welfare will be considered in the conclusion to this study.

  Although the thesis explores book provision in the wartime army primarily from the standpoint point of book history, it also contributes to the aspect of military history that examines the evolution of armed forces as social institutions. It thus utilizes a number of studies in this area that together provide a foundation to understanding the wartime British Army as an institution facing social tensions that led to problems of morale and the need for change. Among the prominent works in this field, David French’s Raising Churchill’s Army (2000) analyses the competency of the army during the Second World War and, while acknowledging the issues faced, contends that morale never collapsed and that combat capability steadily improved from 1942 onwards.15 The improvements to army systems that allowed these men to be moulded into an effective fighting force are examined by Jeremy A. Crang in The British army and the People’s War 1939-45 (2000).16 Roger Broad’s Conscription in Britain 1939-1964 (2006) sets out the strategic and political considerations that governed military recruitment during the war.17 Most recently, Jonathan Fennell In Fighting the People’s War (2019) shows how soldiers’ experience in the army shaped their social and political outlooks, leading to a clamour for socio-economic change.18 However, it is Alan Allport’s Browned Off and Bloody-Minded: The British Soldier Goes to War 1939-1945 (2015) that provides the most contextual value as it examines conscription from the perspective of ordinary men taken from their peacetime lives to be shaped by the experience of war.19 

15 David French, Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany 1919-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
16Jeremy A. Crang, The British army and the People’s War 1939-45 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000).
17 Roger Broad, Conscription in Britain 1939-1964: The militarization of a generation (London: Routledge, 2006).

18 Jonathan Fennell, Fighting the People’s War: the British and Commonwealth Armies and the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).
19 Alan Allport, Browned Off and Bloody-Minded: The British Soldier Goes to War 1939-1945 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015).
  Alongside these general works, a good deal has been written on the place of education in the British Army and, in turn, the reading materials for the troops that supported these initiatives. Colonel A. C. T. White’s The Story of Army Education 1643 - 1963 (1963) sets the education developments of the Second World War within a broad history of army education.20 Mars and Minerva: A History of Army Education (2004) by Leslie Wayper provides more depth, and places army education within broader educational, social and political developments.21 In Politics and Military Morale, Current affairs and citizenship education in the British army, 1914-1950 (1992), S. P. MacKenzie writes of the evolution of army education in the twentieth century in the face of hostility from sections of the army and the British political establishment.22 A more synchronistic overview is provided by Major T. H. Hawkins and L. J. F. Brimble in Adult Education, the Record of the British Army.23 Published in 1947, theirs is more of an insider’s account of army education during the Second World War that nevertheless provides some valuable information on wartime educational publications. This is also true of Education in the Forces 1939-1946, the Civilian Contribution by N. Scarlyn Wilson, published a year later.24 Although ostensibly focused on the part played by civilians in army education, it provides useful information on the provision of recreational reading for the wartime army. None of these works, however, place the print materials at the centre of the investigation and thus this thesis in intended to help fill that void.  

  A few words are required on primary sources. In constructing this thesis, it was my original intention to consult relevant War Office papers in the National Archives, as well as investigating pertinent resources in the Imperial War Museum and the National Army Museum. It was also anticipated that further material could be gleaned from archives related to the wartime book trade. Unfortunately, as the COVID pandemic closed all archives to researchers for extended periods, I was unable to access these sources. Instead, I relied on other primary material drawn mainly from 

20 Colonel A. C. T. White, The Story of Army Education, 1643-1963 (London: George G. Harrap, 1963).
21 Leslie Wayper, Mars and Minerva: A History of Army Education (Winchester: The Royal Army Educational Corps Association, 2004). 

22 S. P. MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, Current affairs and citizenship education in the British army, 1914-1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

23 T. H. Hawkins and L. J. F Brimble, Adult Education, the Record of the British Army (London: Macmillan, 1947).

24 N. Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces 1939-1946, the Civilian Contribution (London: Evans Bros, 1948).

printed or online sources. These encompassed the original publications generated for the wartime army; official handbooks, pamphlets and bulletins; contemporaneous books and journal articles; and the file reports and topic collections of the Mass Observation archive. I was also able to source the official War Office history of wartime army welfare; produced by Brigadier M. C. Morgan in 1953.25 Issued on a restricted basis for internal use only, this volume provides a wealth of information on the administrative background to army welfare provision. I contend that, by providing rich veins of illustrative evidence, all of these sources allowed me to address my research questions in an effective manner. 

  This thesis opens with an explanation of why the army found it hard to assimilate its citizen-soldiers in the Second World War. The concerns over morale are discussed, as are the ensuing changes to training, education, and welfare. Chapter two examines the pamphlets published in support of the army’s schemes to inspire soldiers through education on current events, the progress of the war and British history and culture. The newly formed Army Bureau of Current Affairs (ABCA) published two bulletins: Current Affairs, which investigated topics of contemporary relevance and War, which focused on military matters. A rival programme, using a series of booklets with the overall title of The British Way and Purpose, instructed soldiers on British institutions and society. The role of newspapers in providing reliable information to the wartime army is explored in chapter three. After discussing the relationship between soldiers and the press in Britain, it considers how army newspapers and news-bulletins disseminated the latest news overseas. The chapter looks at pioneering army papers like the Orkney Blast, before considering Eighth Army News, Crusader, Union Jack, and SEAC, the army’s major news outlets in North Africa, Italy, and South East Asia. These papers appeared alongside a plethora of smaller, locally produced news-bulletins and unit magazines that sometimes had only a fleeting existence.  

  Chapters four and five look at books and reading as a part of recreation and self-education during time spent off-duty.  Chapter four examines the challenges faced in supplying and distributing books and investigates the reading environment in the 

25 Army Welfare, comp. by Brigadier M. C. Morgan, (London: The War Office, 1953).
army and how this influenced soldiers’ reading habits. The focus in chapter five is on the actual books circulating in the army. The titles that soldiers were interested in reading are compared to what was on offer in unit libraries and available as Services Edition paperbacks. The thesis concludes with an examination of how the printed material considered in the preceding chapters supported the arrangements put in place for the demobilization of citizen-soldiers as the war came to an end. 
1. Mobilizing the citizen-soldier: The evolution of army welfare and education, 1939-1941. 

On 16 July 1941 the War Office published The Soldier’s Welfare: Notes for Officers.  This forty-page pamphlet, printed nearly two years into the Second World War, was produced in response to the recruitment of huge numbers of men (and some women) into the British Army. Accustomed to a civilian existence, these conscripted citizen-soldiers had no comprehension of military life and often found their army service to be a distasteful and dispiriting experience. In turn, the army lacked the skills to motivate and inspire its new recruits, whom it often saw as ill-disciplined and pampered by an easy civilian life. The convergence of these radically different values led to concerns about morale that threatened to undermine the army’s fighting efficiency.  

  In the army good morale was the product of welfare and education systems that catered for the soldier’s well-being. Once the conscripts arrived, existing welfare and education structures proved no longer fit for purpose when faced with perceptibly low morale. The army had to contemplate radical new arrangements as the new recruits brought with them civilian habits, tastes, expectations and obligations, which far exceeded the basic needs of the regular soldier. The revamp of army welfare and education set out a far-reaching programme designed to build up morale and produce effective soldiers. The army produced booklets such as The Soldier’s Welfare to introduce these ambitious new arrangements and augmented them with a plethora of books, pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines, all designed to bolster its new arrangements by educating, informing, and entertaining the troops. 

  This chapter outlines the issues facing the British Army at the start of the Second World War and traces the route followed towards bringing about sweeping changes to army welfare and education.  It examines the life of the regular soldier and the nature of the pre-war army and, as a precursor to explaining why the army found it difficult to assimilate the citizen-soldier, why the citizen-soldier resented the army. It reviews early and somewhat muddled attempts to restructure welfare and reveals how, despite disputes over what kinds of material should be supplied, arrangements to provide books and libraries to the army at home and overseas began to be put in place. Finally, it considers the reforms that paved the way for a steady supply of 

printed material to be produced in support of efforts to manage the army’s concerns over morale.

1.1. The British Army and the citizen-soldier.
The concept of the citizen-soldier as part of a total national commitment to war first appeared in the French Army during the Revolutionary Wars of the late eighteenth century. Facing a military crisis from the converging armies of their European enemies, the French decreed that:  

Young men will go into battle; married men will forge arms and transport supplies; women will make tents, uniforms and serve in the hospitals; children will pick rags; old men will have themselves carried to the public squares, to help inspire the courage of the warriors, and preach the hatred of kings and the unity of the Republic.1

  Thereafter, compulsory military service became an expression of the identity of European nations and states during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Continental armies reflected the societies from which they sprang and the citizen-soldier became a staple component of forces geared to fighting a large-scale European land campaign.2

  At the end of the eighteenth century, however, the concept of the citizen-soldier was alien to the British Army which relied on voluntary enlistment at home, augmented by foreign mercenaries. The army was never sufficiently large to fight a European land campaign alone and always needed support from allies. All of this was successfully demonstrated at the Battle of Waterloo, where Wellington, commanding a mixed force of British, Dutch-Belgians and Hanoverians, turned a stalemate into a strategic victory through the well-timed arrival of the Prussians.3

1 ‘French National Convention, Decree of levée en masse, 23 August 1793’, quoted in Richard Holmes, Redcoat: The British Soldier in the Age of Horse and Musket (London:   HarperCollins, 2002), pp.36-37.

2 Roger Broad, Conscription in Britain 1939-1964: The militarization of a generation (London: Routledge, 2006), p.1.

3 Holmes, Redcoat, pp. 48-50; Allan Mallinson, The Making of the British Army (London: Bantam Books, 2011), pp. 241-248.

  After 1815 and the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the army would not be involved in a major European conflict for almost a century. After peaking at about a quarter of a million men, its numbers dwindled to an annual strength of around 180,000.4  With about a third of its troops stationed in India, it became, in effect, a ‘colonial police force’ fighting small wars on the fringes of Empire.5

  Throughout the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth, the British Army never evolved into the mass army familiar to the French or Germans, where middle-class men served in the ranks alongside industrial workers and farm labourers. It continued to rely on voluntary recruitment and, although there were some keen to ‘tread the paths of glory’, most of those enlisting were driven into the army by what one senior officer called ‘the compulsion of destitution’. Two-thirds of recruits in 1846 were unemployed and in 1909 it was reported that before volunteering ‘well over ninety percent’ had no jobs. In 1913 one recruit admitted frankly that it was ‘unemployment and the need for food’ that encouraged him to join. The soldier’s poor pay, hard life and low status in society all conspired to make service in the ranks a last resort.6

  On the outbreak of war in August 1914, the army was tiny in comparison to the forces of Britain’s allies and opponents. It had 247,432 regular officers and men plus 332,710 in the Reserves. Germany had a peacetime standing army of 700,000 men, inflated to 3.8 million on mobilization, and the French figures were roughly comparable. The French and German armies received regular reinforcements as successive classes of conscripts came of age, and both were accustomed to training men on a large scale and integrating regulars and conscripts into a coherent force.7

  In order to fight in this new European war the British Army needed to undergo a huge and immediate expansion. Initially it continued to rely on voluntary recruitment and of the 5,704,416 men who served during the First World War, just under half
4 Richard Holmes, Tommy: The British Soldier on the Western Front 1914-1918 (London: Harper Perennial, 2005), p.104 

5 David French, Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany 1919-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.3.

6 Holmes, Redcoat, p.149; Holmes, Tommy, pp.102,109.
7 Holmes, Tommy, p.103.

(2,446,719) were volunteers.  The enormous number of casualties, however, made the introduction of conscription inevitable and the rest were conscripted under a series of Military Service Acts, the first of which came into force on 27 January 1916.8 

  During the course of the war about four million British soldiers served on the Western Front. From March 1916 there were never less than a million there, with the total peaking at 1,721,056 on 1 August 1917. As soon as they were trained, both volunteers and conscripts were sent to France and became engaged in actual warfare. Some 1,724,000 British officers and men were killed, wounded or reported missing, i.e. about five casualties for every nine men sent out.9

  The end of the First World War brought about a rapid demobilization and, between 1918 and 1919, Britain’s first mass army ceased to exist. Nineteen out of twenty soldiers were discharged and by the time the release was complete only 218,000 men remained in regular service. Facing severe pressure on public spending, this was the kind of small and cheap army the British government wanted for the future. Britain’s deteriorating economic situation made it convenient for politicians to see the 1914-1918 war as an abnormal event that was unlikely to recur and consequently it seemed doubtful, from their perspective, that Britain would ever need another mass army. The army largely forgot what it had learned about equipping, training and controlling large numbers of troops, and it resumed its pre-war role as the protector of the British Empire. A third of its strength continued to be based in India; substantial forces were located in the volatile territories of Egypt and Palestine, and the rest were spread across the world. The army’s battalions in Britain acted as under-strength feeder units providing drafts of new recruits to their equivalents abroad.10

  The army reverted to its peacetime pattern of voluntary recruitment but struggled to find enough good quality volunteers to fill its ranks. It needed to enlist at least 26,000 new men every year just to replace the cyclical wastage of soldiers whose terms of 

8 Holmes, Tommy, p.89.

9  Ibid., p.13.

10 Alan Allport, Browned Off and Bloody-Minded: The British Soldier Goes to War 1939-1945 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), pp.16-17; David Fraser, And We Shall Shock Them: The British Army in the Second World War (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1983), pp.10-11.
service were expiring or who needed to be discharged for medical or disciplinary reasons. In 1936 it only recruited 22,000 and the army was eleven percent below its establishment.11

  The army tried to make a virtue of its imperial role and in The Army of Today, a recruiting pamphlet issued in 1931, it painted an alluring picture of the soldier’s part in defending the Empire:

The main duty allotted to the Army during peace is that of policing certain of our overseas possessions. India being our largest garrisoned possession it is only natural that the majority of soldiers are sent to that country for a tour of duty. Egypt, Malta, Gibraltar, Ceylon, China, Straits Settlements, Jamaica and Bermuda are other parts of the world to which soldiers are posted, so that during his service it is quite possible for a soldier to serve in one or more of these places. Thus it is that the Army offers a unique opportunity of seeing something of the world.12

  In fact, overseas service deterred men from joining the army as they spent years performing onerous duties in unhealthy climates. Although the pamphlet described regimental depots as ‘comfortable’ with ‘recreation rooms, where numerous daily papers are provided free, libraries, billiard rooms, refreshment rooms, and baths with hot and cold water always available’, most men endured Spartan conditions in superficially modernised Victorian barracks, or temporary wooden huts.13 Pay was low even when the value of ‘all found’ (free food, housing, bedding, clothing, education, and medical treatment) was taken into consideration. Consequently, just as before, the inter-war army enlisted whomever it could get. Three-quarters of recruits were unskilled urban labourers escaping from miserable lives of squalor and the dole in the slum districts of Britain.14 

11 Allport, Browned Off, p. 19; French, Raising Churchill’s Army p.49

12 The Army of Today (London: War Office, 1931), p.2.

13  Ibid., p.3. 

14  Allport, Browned Off, pp. 22-23. 

  The army’s key component was the regiment and, on joining, the new recruit would be made aware that, possibly for the first time in his life, he belonged to something of 

consequence. A regiment or battalion was the largest ‘unit’ in the British Army. (The 

term ‘formation’ was used to describe larger elements such as brigades, divisions and commands). Within each regiment were sub-units starting with the smallest: a ‘section’, consisting of eight to ten men. Three sections formed a ‘platoon’ of up to thirty men in infantry regiments, or a ‘troop’ in armoured regiments, the artillery and the engineers. A platoon was commanded by a lieutenant or a second-lieutenant, both commonly referred to as ‘subalterns’. Three platoons formed a ‘company’ in the infantry, a ‘squadron’ in armoured regiments, or a ‘battery’ in the artillery. A company was commanded by either a major or a captain. Commissioned officers, commanding platoons or companies were collectively referred to as ‘regimental officers’. The entire regiment was commanded by a lieutenant-colonel, the highest regimental rank in the army.15 Below the commissioned officers were the ‘other ranks’, starting with the warrant officers (WO), the most senior of whom was the regimental sergeant major (RSM), in many respects second only to the regiment’s commanding officer in authority. Next were the non-commissioned officers (NCOs), ranked in descending order as staff sergeant, sergeant, corporal (bombardier in the artillery), and lance-corporal (lance-bombardier). Finally, there were the ordinary soldiers known as ‘privates’, or by other titles traditional to their branch of the service. In the armoured regiments there were ‘troopers’, in the Foot Guards ‘guardsmen’, in the rifle regiments ‘riflemen’, in the artillery ‘gunners’, and in the engineers ‘sappers’.16

  Under long service engagements, a regiment would be together for years at a time and would get to know each other in ways that were impossible in wartime.17 According to The Army of Today, ‘service abroad with a regiment differs very much from that of a civilian or isolated individual. The soldier forms part of one big family with which he moves from place to place, so there can be little feeling of loneliness or homesickness as is the case of the individual in a foreign country.’18 As part of this 

15 ‘Units and Formations 1930-1956’ <http://www.britishmilitaryhistory.co.uk/documents> [accessed 15 December 2018]
16  Allport, Browned Off, pp. 328-329.  

17 Army Welfare, comp. by Brigadier M. C. Morgan, (London: The War Office, 1953), p.2. 

18 The Army of Today (1931), p.4. 

‘big family’ a regiment expected its soldiers to separate themselves from civil society. Family ties were discouraged and many soldiers overseas lost contact with their relatives in Britain. Marriage was frowned upon as wives would intrude into the corporate life of the regiment, and most men were forbidden to marry while ‘on the strength’.19 

  As an extended family, a regiment gave men a sense of participating in a stable social order that took responsibility for them and instilled pride and self-confidence. It gave soldiers a helping hand when required and taught them how to take care of themselves. Officers were responsible for their assimilation, training, and well-being through the provision of physical comforts and recreation.20 
  In return, a regiment required absolute loyalty and obedience and an acceptance that there was a natural and unchangeable inequality based on breeding and class, separating officers and men.21 In turn regimental officers were obligated to adopt a paternalistic style of leadership, ensuring their men benefited from what the military had to offer while shielding them from the excesses of bureaucracy. If both parties acknowledged this arrangement, it held out the best hope of creating soldiers who were loyal, hierarchically-minded and well-disciplined.22   

  Although regiments depended on their officers acknowledging a paternalistic duty of care towards their men, in practice the army did little to encourage them to take this role seriously. Regimental officers came from their own narrow section of society. Apart from the smartest regiments, most were no longer from the landed gentry but  from a ‘specialised stratum of the middle class’, self-replicating ‘service families’ where large numbers of public school boys followed their fathers into a commission. Despite having few aristocratic connections these officers hung on to a notional idea of their upper-class status reinforced by the quasi-patrician environment of the regiment. Army training programmes did little to make them into thoughtful well-rounded leaders as they were taught to accept what they were told without argument. 

19  Allport, Browned Off, p.34.

20  Ibid., pp.31-32; French, Raising Churchill’s Army p.124.
21 Allport, Browned Off, pp. 32-33. 

22 French, Raising Churchill’s Army p.125.

Alan Allport, in his study of the British soldier in the Second World War maintains that, with few exceptions, officers tended to be closed–minded and mentally lazy, scarcely bothering to read newspapers, let alone pay attention to events outside the confines of the regiment.23

  Generally, these officers were leading poorly educated men. Some were functionally illiterate for, as the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir Cyril Deverell, proclaimed in 1937: ‘I have no objection to any man who is not an imbecile being enlisted, i.e. I do not consider rejection on educational grounds alone should be a sine qua non.’24
  Poor levels of literacy, however, were no impediment to the army’s peacetime model of training and assimilation. Basic training consisted of endless hours of drill and ‘spit-and-polish’. Mornings and afternoons were spent tramping the square working the arcane minutiae of drill into muscle memory. Evenings were the time for meticulous spit-and-polish when barracks were thoroughly cleaned and boots and uniforms were painstakingly polished and pressed. Drill, it was argued, encouraged a diverse group of men not just to march together but to work and fight together, while spit-and-polish taught self respect and made a soldier into a proud, efficient and dutiful member of a unit. All this inculcated qualities that were seen as vital to the soldier’s job: a cheerful and unhesitating obedience to orders and the paying of close attention to detail which, on active service, might make the difference between life and death.25
  The men’s general education was not neglected as the regiment, assisted by the Army Education Corps (AEC), provided its soldiers with a solid basic instruction. Although the AEC had developed a highly structured system of education for the army during the First World War, in peacetime it was restricted to teaching elementary reading, writing and arithmetic to privates, and preparing the best men for the examination leading to promotion to NCO.26
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  Between 1919 and 1939 the absence of any tradition of compulsory military service in Britain, combined with the insularity of army life, led to an increasing gulf between the army and the rest of British society. The army’s mind-set, centred on authority and obedience, became ever more out of step with an increasingly democratic and affluent country. According to David French, in his analysis of Churchill’s wartime army, soldiers and civilians came to regard one another with a mixture of incomprehension and suspicion. The general population and the respectable working class in particular saw no value in a career with the army. Not only did it evoke memories of the slaughter of 1914-1918, but it failed to provide men with a viable trade for their return to civilian life. Men who wanted to volunteer for the services preferred the Royal Navy or Royal Air Force both of which offered better pay and prospects, training in a trade, and less possibility of being sent on lengthy overseas postings.27
  Thus, in George Orwell’s words civilians acquired an ‘English hatred of war and militarism’. Orwell continued:

It is rooted deep in history. […] Successive wars have shaken it but not destroyed it. […] In peace time, even when there are two million unemployed, it is difficult to fill the ranks of the tiny standing army, which is officered by the country gentry and a specialised stratum of the middle class, and manned by farm labourers and slum proletarians. The mass of the people are without military knowledge or tradition, and their attitude towards war is invariably defensive.28 
  The British government believed that the army should maintain its limited mission of imperial defence even as the international situation deteriorated in the 1930s. Britain would mainly fight any future war through air power and the priority was to build up the RAF to a level where it could threaten an aggressor with a devastating knock-out blow from the skies. The army would be limited to operations in a colonial ‘Eastern theatre’ centred on Egypt, and to manning searchlight and anti-aircraft (AA) batteries
27 French, Raising Churchill’s Army, p. 50.

28 George Orwell, ‘The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius’ (1941) in George Orwell: Essays (London: Penguin, 2000), pp.138-188 (p.142). 

against air raids on the United Kingdom. As late as November 1938 the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, told Parliament that ‘we are not in the same position as we were in 1914. […] We are not contemplating the equipment of an army on a continental scale’.29
  The failure of the Munich agreement followed by the German occupation of Czechoslovakia rendered this strategy obsolete. The French now made it clear that they expected Britain to accept a share of the military commitment in Western Europe and the Government backed down, agreeing that a British Expeditionary Force (BEF) would take up position opposite Belgium on the left of the French Army. The army had been handed back a role for which it was unprepared, under-funded, under-manned, and ill-equipped.30

  When war was declared on 3 September 1939 the army appeared, on paper, to be a formidable force of 53,287 officers and 839,140 other ranks. In reality it was far from being a fully-trained and effective fighting force and once again was small in comparison to other allied and enemy forces. The Regular Army numbered 224,000 (all ranks). It was supported by an Army Reserve of about 175,000 former regulars, and the Territorial Army (TA), consisting of around 500,000 officers and men. Most Territorials would require additional training to become fully effective for war.31  
  A massive and speedy expansion to Britain’s land fighting capability was clearly required and the Government introduced full-scale conscription immediately. The National Service (Armed Forces) Act 1939, made all male British nationals aged between eighteen and forty-one, and normally resident in Great Britain, liable, if and when called upon, to serve in the British Armed Forces.32 A small inward-looking army that had forgotten how to manage and motivate large numbers of men, now faced up to absorbing and training young civilians who knew little of army traditions and who harboured an underlying antipathy towards military service. 

29  Allport, Browned Off, pp.38-40; Broad, Conscription in Britain, p. 34. 
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32 Allport, Browned Off, pp. 67-70.
  The introduction of conscription was designed to avoid the chaos surrounding the indiscriminate voluntary recruitment of 1914-1915, when men left vital war work to enrol in an army that was unprepared to receive them. For the first nine months of the new war the army expanded at a steady rate of no more than 60,000 conscripts per month. Men doing work of national importance under the ‘Schedule of Reserved Occupations’ were barred from enlisting while the rest awaited their turn to be called up.33 Alan Allport notes that, ‘this was a mobilization that was sober, efficient and compulsory. Its signature experience was hanging around, waiting nervously but resignedly for something to happen – waiting, above all, for the machinery of state to finally take notice of you.’34

  When Winston Churchill succeeded Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister on 10 May 1940, he came under intense pressure to demonstrate Britain’s determination to continue fighting after Dunkirk. Despite objections from the army, the steady rate of conscription was abandoned in favour of a grand gesture. Between June and August, 321,000 men were conscripted into the army and another 69,000 were allowed to volunteer.35  

  Boosted by this accelerated call-up, Britain’s mass army was largely assembled between June 1940 and November 1942. By early 1941 it became apparent that if the rate of intake over the previous six months was maintained, Britain would soon run short of workers in the war economy. With the threat of invasion fading, a Cabinet Directive fixed the army’s manpower ceiling at 2,195,000. However, these limits were gradually relaxed, allowing the army to reach its maximum wartime size of 2,900,000 in 1945.36

  This 2.9 million does not contain everyone who served in the wartime army. Alan Allport estimates that around 3.8 million men spent time in the army. His figure takes account of the ravages of war as men were killed or injured by enemy action, died of
33 Broad, Conscription in Britain, pp. 35-36; French, Raising Churchill's Army, p.185. 
34  Allport, Browned Off, p. 62. 
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disease, broke down under the psychological stress, or were made prisoners of war.37 During 1942, for instance, 756,000 men entered the three Services, but 127,000 were killed or died from other causes and 97,000 were medically discharged giving a total ‘wastage’ to the Forces of 224,000. That same year, following defeats in South East Asia and the Mediterranean, over 150,000 British and Empire troops became prisoners of war.38
  The composition of this new citizen-army reflected the diversity of British society. Allport describes a force recruited from all parts of the United Kingdom, all religions and political persuasions. It embraced all types of character, from the heroic to the cowardly, and the entire spectrum of class and education, from ‘barrister to borstal runaway, Old Etonian to charity school illiterate’. There was some distortion as, due to their indispensability to the war economy, parts of the industrial labour force were excluded from serving. ‘Reserved’ workers could be skilled craftsmen, mechanics, draughtsmen, miners, dockers, and agricultural workers. Therefore, those working in construction, retail, food processing, textiles, finance, and education were more likely to be represented in the ranks. Their skills, valued in civilian life, were unsuited to the needs of war. The wartime army ‘was an army of shopkeepers, bricklayers, bank clerks, confectioners, bespoke tailors, accountants, schoolteachers, painters, undergraduates, and travelling salesmen’. By August 1944 it included 2,030 artists, 2,712 journalists, 1,482 actors, and 225 novelists and poets.39

  The new citizen-soldiers were very different from Orwell’s farm labourer and slum proletarian volunteers. One in four were aged thirty or over and half were married, many with young children. They were healthier and generally better educated than their parents, had a more independent, democratic outlook, and were accustomed to time off and a measure of personal indulgence. Many were part of a new working class employed in the modern light industries of the English Midlands and the Home Counties. They were also part of an emerging consumer and leisure culture feeding interests in, for example, books and magazines, radio, the cinema, dance halls, and football. This meant, according to Allport, that they ‘were accustomed to a certain 
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standard of living, had more active and intelligent minds, rebelled instinctively against unimaginative handling by authority and were irked by monotonous repetition of routine duties, and especially by the emptiness and boredom of hours of leisure.’40  

  Their way of life was poor preparation for entering into ‘a harsh and bitter world of constant hardship [and] strict discipline’, where ‘for the first time in their lives’, they were  made to feel that ‘they were of no importance in the larger scheme of things’.41 From the army’s perspective, two decades of social improvements, expanded education and easy amusement had produced recruits who were soft, pampered by easy living, and lacking endurance and self-discipline, who would be distracted by separation from home and family and disconcerted by the army’s communal life.42
  Just as in peacetime, most new recruits preferred the navy or RAF. Men who volunteered were allowed to opt for the Service of their choice, and even the conscripts could express a preference. The number who favoured the RAF and navy always exceeded the numbers required and the two Services could have their pick of the most able recruits. The army was left with the least intelligent and capable men who, while happy to serve their country, were less keen to serve it as soldiers.43  

  Just how educationally disadvantaged the army’s citizen-soldiers were is hard to establish. Using data for men recruited in 1943, David French suggests that the army could have held large numbers of ill-educated men. His figures show that just six percent of all recruits had a university degree or comparable professional qualification, a quarter had received some secondary education, half had received only an elementary education, and nearly a quarter were classed as educationally retarded or illiterate. 

  As comprehensive statistics only exist for the second half of the war, French admits that his figures may significantly overstate the deficiencies of the army’s intake when measured across the entire war. The schooling of the younger conscripts enlisting after 1942 was liable to have been seriously disrupted by war, whereas those who joined earlier were more likely to have received better quality education.44
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  In all probability the educational profile of citizen-soldiers mirrored British society as a whole. In 1940 Mass Observation research found that of the forty million individuals over eighteen in the British population, only a very few had benefited from a university education to the age of twenty-one, or a professional training to the age of twenty-four or twenty-five. Considerably more had a secondary education to the age of sixteen or eighteen, but the vast majority had left school at twelve to fourteen and had gone straight into work with little opportunity or inclination for further education. Economic status tended to mirror educational achievement with a tiny wealthy elite above a comfortably-off middle group, followed by the great bulk of the population with an income of less than £5 a week.45

  There was illiteracy to manage. In December 1941 the Adjutant-General, Sir Ronald Adam, acknowledged that: 

We have illiterates among the Army intake. Illiterates cannot be trained for modern war, but in the manpower crisis we are facing the Army must make the best use of all material. The Army must, therefore, take in hand the education of the illiterate so that he can take his place in the ranks.46  

  Despite his admission, the suggestion that many educationally deprived or illiterate men were on the army’s strength is hard to sustain. Investigations by AEC instructors brought to light few cases of complete illiteracy. Much more numerous were cases of ‘partial literacy, that is, men who knew the letters of the alphabet (their names and shapes), who could read easy words and write simple  phrases to dictation, but who had no real facility or capability in language and insufficient power in elementary sentence-building and writing to complete official [army] documents’.47 One AEC survey of AA units showed that, out of a total of 1,400 men, twenty-eight (two percent) were illiterate, with five being completely so. 

45 Mass Observation Archive (MOA), File report 470, ‘The Press and the Public’ (October 1940), introduction, p. 4. 

46 T. H. Hawkins and L. J. F Brimble, Adult Education, the Record of the British Army (London: Macmillan, 1947), p. 225.  
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  This level of illiteracy appeared consistent throughout the army. In 1943 Arthur Henderson, the Financial Secretary to the War Office, told Parliament that ‘just under 1¼ percent of men enlisted into the Army in the last year and a half are illiterate’. He then noted that ‘the Army Education authorities are making special efforts to reduce the number of illiterates in the Army’.48 During the winter of 1943-1944, the AEC introduced full-time courses of six to eight weeks’ duration to help backward soldiers improve their literacy.49 An illiteracy rate of around two percent still required the army to make special educational arrangements for about 75,000 soldiers over the course of the war.  

  Educationally the citizen-soldier was an improvement on the pre-war regular soldier. Despite an inferior quality of intake compared to the navy and RAF, the army still reflected the educational profile of British society as a whole. True illiterates were few when set against the overall numbers conscripted, but the majority, having left school aged between twelve and fourteen, had been given little incentive or opportunity to supplement their education. 

1.2. Army education and welfare in 1939.  

The change to a mass army meant that the welfare and education arrangements applicable for the Regular Army in peacetime were no longer fit for purpose. Conscription generated new demands as the majority of citizen-soldiers were serving only for the duration of the war and could not sever their ties with British society as the long-service regular soldier had been encouraged to do. Conscripts brought with them concerns about their home and family, work and education, and found themselves out of reach of books, wireless programmes, and the many other amenities to which they were accustomed.50 
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50 Allport, Browned Off, pp. 77-80.

  In peacetime the army relied on its regiments to administer a system of welfare and education centred round the needs of the regular soldier. Welfare supplied him with basic ‘comforts’, while an elementary education gave him the means to function within the military environment.  There was some limited outside support that mainly came in the shape of canteens and recreation huts or ‘Institutes’ provided by the Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes (NAAFI), a body created in 1921 to run recreational establishments for the British Armed Forces. The NAAFI was ‘run on commercial lines with paid staffs’ and sold ‘all types of goods used by soldiers – sweets, food, soap, cigarettes and so on […] at reasonable prices’. It handed over ‘a percentage of the takings of each canteen’ as a rebate to regiments ‘for expenditure on the welfare of the men’.51

  Following the outbreak of war, the army had little time to consider how welfare and education might adapt or where the money to meet the needs of its new recruits might come from. The funds available actually decreased as the army became preoccupied with financing its mobilization for war. At this juncture it did not have the supplies on hand (weapons, stores and facilities) properly to outfit and equip its regular troops, let alone increasing numbers of conscripts. The priority was financing the purchase of guns, ammunition, tanks, artillery and transport; and equipping, housing, feeding, and paying increasing numbers of personnel.52
  These financial constraints encouraged civilian groups to come forward with offers of help. The army’s response to any civilian initiative depended on whether it was either cost-free, generated its own funds, or required some investment from military sources. With the many calls on its resources, schemes subsidized by the civilian sector were naturally favoured. As the NAAFI struggled to expand fast enough to meet the rising demand, it became ‘of the utmost importance’, according to Brigadier M. C. Morgan in his internal War Office record of army welfare, ‘to enlist at once the help of the national philanthropic religious bodies which alone could cope with the problem on a nationwide scale and which already had experience, both in army and 

51 H. Willans, ‘Army Welfare and Education’, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 89 (1941), 294–307 (p. 300).
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civil life, with administration of the types of huts and canteens most desired by the men, as well as the funds from which to provide them’.53 These voluntary canteens, ‘normally staffed by unpaid ladies, and not run for profit’, were often more popular than the NAAFI. They were designed to be cheerful and comfortable, providing soldiers with ‘a real home atmosphere’ by offering ‘free attractions such as games, books, magazines, and writing paper’. This voluntary work was co-ordinated through the Council of Voluntary War Work (CVWW), set up by the War Office ‘to prevent overlapping and waste of effort’, and ‘composed of representatives of the YMCA, Salvation Army, Catholic Women’s League, Presbyterian and Methodist United Board, Church of Scotland, YWCA, Church Army and Toc H’.54

  Supporting these voluntary endeavours were appeals to the general public to donate comforts for the troops. Warm clothing was one comfort urgently needed once the first winter of the war set in, and the army took deliveries of large quantities of home-made knitted garments. Needing somewhere to store, pack and despatch this clothing, an Army Comforts Depot opened in Reading and soon became a magnet for gifts of all kinds.55 Through an appeal by The Times on 24 October 1939 the Depot began receiving large quantities of books and magazines. The newspaper highlighted the needs of the ‘many lonely soldiers in this war’, particularly the ‘small formations of men […] manning signal stations, searchlights, and anti-aircraft guns’, whose ‘facilities for recreation’ were few and who urgently needed ‘the sure companionship of books’. Reading matter was also required for the BEF and ‘for the 

training centres recently formed […] at home’. The appeal accepted books of any kind but especially needed fiction, biography and travel.56 The Depot soon sidestepped these responsibilities and, in a decision typical of the improvisation of the time, the job of receiving and distributing books passed to Colonel B. C. Hartley, the head of the Army Sport Control Board. 57 
  The hurried appointment of Colonel Hartley was just one example of the confusion surrounding the management of welfare in the new mass army.  Some co-ordination was urgently needed and, on 1 November 1939, the Deputy Director-General of the
53 Morgan, Army Welfare, p.11.

54 Willans, ‘Army Welfare and Education’, (p. 300).

55  Morgan, Army Welfare, pp.13-14.
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TA, Lieutenant-General Sir John Brown, launched the Army Welfare Scheme (AWS). Under the AWS a social welfare committee was set up within every County TA Association to help all units in their area with welfare provision. The success of the Scheme was entirely dependent upon private individuals volunteering to become unpaid local welfare officers, and there was no shortage of retired ex-officers from all three Services willing to fill these posts. Once appointed, a welfare officer not only ran the AWS for all units in his area, but also raised funds from the local population to support it. The AWS applied only to Britain with no comparable structure offering welfare services (other than those already supplied in peacetime) to troops overseas.58
  The army may have welcomed help from voluntary bodies and the general public but other offers met a cooler response. In September 1939 the Library Association (L.A.), believing that in wartime there would be an increased demand for reading matter from the armed forces, set up a ‘Committee on Provision of Libraries to Military Camps’ to develop a plan for supplying books to the troops. In November the Committee issued its report: Libraries in HM Forces: Memorandum on the establishment of libraries in permanent Camps, and on the supply of books to members of His Majesty’s Forces serving in smaller Camps in the British Isles or overseas.59
  The L.A.’s report reflected the views of its core membership (librarians working in the public library sector) and recommended the establishment of camp libraries throughout the army run on similar lines to public libraries. Military libraries would keep men mentally alert by providing ‘attractive recreation to those of them who have formed the habit of reading’ and make study rooms available for soldiers to continue with professional and vocational studies started as civilians. The L.A.’s opinion on what was feasible for the British Army was influenced by the United States Army libraries of the First World War when every American camp had a spacious library hut, properly planned, well supplied with books, and staffed by trained librarians. The 
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59 Margaret Hung, ‘A Guerrilla War in World War II: How the Library Association fought the War Office and the Army – and lost’, Library History, 24, (2008), 167-188 (p. 170). 

Committee also proposed that a national body be tasked with co-ordinating the collection, supply and distribution of books for the Services. Unsurprisingly, the L.A. thought itself to be the appropriate body to carry out this work.60 

  The army’s reaction to the L.A. report was lukewarm. Colonel Colville from the War Office insisted that the need was for light reading rather than educative or informative books. He told the L.A. that there would be little demand for serious reading as the men would not be provided with special facilities to study for professional and vocational examinations. Existing resources were often under-utilized and Colville knew of one camp where 900 soldiers had the use of a library which was almost always empty.61

  The L.A. was undeterred and continued to lobby strongly for professionally organized camp libraries. While accepting a need for books ‘light in substance and in content’, the L.A. believed the bigger issue was that large numbers of young soldiers would lose the ‘habit of study’. For these individuals, only well-organized libraries administered by experienced staff would do. Such libraries would provide a well-balanced collection of books, would send out smaller collections for the use of more isolated units, and could offer access to the National Central Library’s inter-library loan scheme.62
  Concerns over the lack of study opportunities for soldiers were not confined to the L.A. The adult education sector was particularly worried by the army’s decision to abandon its peacetime education programmes and run down the AEC. Most of the Corps’ instructors had been reassigned to work as cipher officers.63 Senior officers, though, supported these reductions and agreed with T. J. Cash (an official in the War Office Finance Directorate) when he declared that ‘there is no place for organized “Army Education” in wartime, in an Army composed of all classes, from highly educated to illiterate, engaged in fighting or preparing to fight, and that what is wanted is mainly mental and physical relaxation rather than systematic education’.64 
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  However, Lord Gorell, who had instigated and led the army’s education scheme during the First World War, strongly opposed this move, describing it as ‘one of the most retrograde as well as short-sighted steps ever taken by the rulers of democracy’. He observed that in the last war it had rapidly become apparent that the soldier had a mind that required ‘mental comforts’ in the form of lectures, books and classes, as well as an opportunity to study, in advance of the war’s end, the issues around resettlement into civilian life.65

  Despite the cutbacks, there were still men who wanted to continue their vocational studies and soldiers with hobbies and activities that they were keen to pursue. In response many local educational initiatives developed, although most were widely scattered and loosely controlled.66 In one instance a medical officer in the Home Counties, discovering that the men in his unit were ‘of a thoughtful turn of mind’, bought 200 Pelican paperbacks for them with his own money and began twice-weekly discussion groups dealing with topics such as ‘What the war is about’, and ‘Town versus country life’. 67

  By the end of 1939 it was becoming clear that some coherent organization needed to be imposed on these ad hoc groups. Therefore, the YMCA Education Committee, in consultation with Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), the Universities Extra-mural Consultative Committee, the Board of Education, and representatives from the three Services, established the Central Advisory Council for Adult Education in H.M. Forces (Home Services) (shortened to the CAC) as well as twenty-three Regional Committees, centred on the extra-mural departments of universities from Exeter to Aberdeen. The first CAC meeting in January 1940 defined its role as supporting the educational needs of the Services by raising and allocating funds and co-ordinating the work of the Regional Committees.68 
  Dr. A. D. Lindsay, Master of Balliol College Oxford and Vice-Chairman of the CAC, wrote that at its first meeting abundant evidence was provided to show that books, lectures and discussion groups were much needed by soldiers and that the adult 
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education sector understood these needs better than the army authorities. From ‘experimental work’ which had already been carried out, it was clear that there was a  

demand for single lectures on subjects such as foreign affairs, history, exploration, literature, and economics; and for short courses of around four lectures in places where men were stationed for two or more months. Lindsay concluded that the army being assembled in Britain was an army of men accustomed to education and discussion who were bored and in need of stimulation.69 His assumptions were promptly challenged by one G. Hall. Writing to The Times, Hall pointed out that an army of men clamouring for relief from boredom was not synonymous with one crying out for education.70
  The L.A. and the army approached the question of military libraries from entirely different perspectives. The librarians believed a library service should primarily educate and inform, as it did in the inter-war years when public libraries served an increasingly middle class clientele of ‘serious readers’.71 The L.A. seemed to assume that as conscripts were essentially civilians in uniform, their needs would match those of library users in the general population. But, as already noted, the educated middle class formed a minority in the army and the librarians’ proposals were neglecting a substantial part of the army’s intake. 

  The adult education sector held similar views. While the sector rightly worried about the interruption to vocational studies, this, again, only applied to a minority of soldiers. It seems likely that many recruits, unaccustomed to education and discussion, would find instruction an unwelcome relief from boredom. The army was right, therefore, to underline the importance of light reading as the most appropriate means of mental stimulation for troops with only elementary levels of education. It was wrong, though, to dismiss the educational needs of a minority. Its opposition to study and serious reading was probably driven by financial imperatives as the L.A.’s plan cost money at a time when there was little to spare. It was perhaps no coincidence that the War Office Finance Directorate took the lead in dismissing the L.A.’s proposal.  
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1.3. First attempts to supply books to the army.
The L.A.’s attempt to become the national body for co-ordinating the supply of books to the Services was eventually stymied when the TA’s Sir John Brown arranged for the collection and distribution of books to be put on a more coherent footing. On 18 October 1939 Sir John informed Major R. Donovan Jackson, the Secretary of the City of London Territorial Army and Air Force Association that, due to its small size, the City of London would be excluded from his plan for the County TA Associations to help with welfare provision. Instead, he proposed that Jackson should take over the receipt, sorting, packing, and distribution of books from Colonel Hartley and in tandem with Sir William Coxen, the Lord Mayor of London, should launch a national appeal for books and magazines.72
  On 15 November Jackson established the Services Central Book Depot in the clothing store of Finsbury Barracks [Figs. 1.1 and 1.2].73 On 24 November the following letter, signed by Sir William and representatives of all three Services, appeared in The Times and other national newspapers: 

During the last war over 16,000,000 books were distributed to the Forces. Already numbers of individuals and bodies have commenced the collection and distribution of reading matter. In order to coordinate and expand this work the Lord Mayor presided today over a representative meeting at which it was decided to proceed with the provision of libraries and literature for the armed Forces of the Crown wherever they may be. 

The need for reading matter for the Forces, both for recreation and for study, is indeed very real. Members of the Services today include young men to whom the call for service has meant an interruption of their studies – studies upon which their livelihood in peace will depend. A whole generation of students is now in the Forces and they must not be allowed to lose the habit of study if good will can prevent it.

72 Morgan, Army Welfare, pp.16,185.                 
73 Morgan, Army Welfare, pp. 16-17. While in charge of the Book Depot, Jackson was promoted from major to lieutenant-colonel and then to colonel. Henceforth, he will be referred to using his final rank: Colonel Jackson. 

Anything which can be done to give sympathetic assistance to these men without interference with their duties to keep them mentally alert, as modern warriors should be, and to fit them for their return to normal life at the end of the war, as well as to give attractive recreation to those of them who have formed the habit of reading, must seem both on a short and on a long view to be the only policy. Not only will light reading matter be sent direct to the troops on service but organized libraries under the guidance of experts, whose advice and assistance will be sought, will be established in camps at home and abroad.

Both money and books are required. They should be sent to the Secretary, the City of London Territorial Army and Air Force Association, Finsbury Barracks, City Road, London E.C.1, which body has been charged by the Army and Air Councils with the work of organization and distribution, in which the Library Association has agreed to collaborate. We earnestly hope that all who can, will assist us by gifts of money and books so that we may advance this work of enormous importance to the welfare of our men.74

  The Lord Mayor’s appeal met with an immediate response. The day after the launch, for instance, one man left an entire car-load of books at a London barracks.75 Between November 1939 and the end of May 1940 the Book Depot received donations of about two million books and one million magazines, all of it, according to Colonel Jackson, comprising ‘very good material’.76  

  The success of the Lord Mayor’s first appeal led to the establishment of the Service Libraries and Books Fund (SLBF). Sir Herbert Creedy was appointed as the Fund’s Deputy Chairman and its working head. Creedy was a career civil servant who joined the War Office in 1901 as a clerk and worked his way up to become Permanent Under-Secretary of State for War before retiring in 1939. He was noted for his quickness of mind, his skill in detecting the tiniest error, and his conciliatory manner.77
74 ‘Reading Matter for the Forces’, The Times, 24 November 1939, p.8. 

75 The Times, 25 November 1939, p.9.

76 Lieut.-Colonel R. D. Jackson, ‘Report on the Services Central Book Depot, October, 1939 – June, 1943’ in Army Welfare, pp. 197-208 (p.197).

77 Brian Bond, ‘Sir Herbert James Creedy’, <Oxford Dictionary of National Biography Online> [accessed 27 June 2018].

[image: image2.jpg]



The Services Central Book Depot at Finsbury Barracks, April 1940. Fig. 1.1. (above) Books placed on shelves ready for sorting. Fig. 1.2. (below) Books and magazines being parcelled-up for distribution. 
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  Creedy needed to employ all of these qualities when dealing with the representatives of the library profession on his governing Council.  These included Arundell Esdaile (L.A. President), Lionel R. McColvin (City of Westminster Librarian), John Cowley (Director of the School of Librarianship, University College London), and John Wilks (a University College librarian). Following his appointment, Creedy wrote that he ‘imperfectly appreciated’ the difficulties which were to confront him in his ‘relations with the Library Association in particular’.78 

  The librarians on the Council believed they held a strong position. The Lord Mayor’s appeal letter referred to reading for both recreation and study in ‘organised libraries’ to be established in collaboration with the L.A. This wording had been endorsed with signatures from Services representatives implying that the L.A.’s proposal had their support. Additionally, at the last minute, John Cowley and John Wilks had been seconded to the Book Depot to establish a Library Section.79
  Duly encouraged, the librarians continued to promote what Creedy described as their ‘grandiose plan’ for military libraries: 

The Library Association aimed at setting up a network of libraries at home and abroad with the usual paraphernalia of tickets records, etc. To carry this out they wanted librarians serving in the Forces to be withdrawn from military duties and seconded as librarians and urged that libraries properly equipped should be established.80

  A career in the War Office meant that Creedy was predisposed to support the Services’ representatives on his Council. They now openly opposed the L.A., arguing that its proposals were ‘unsuitable to the conditions of modern war’. In their opinion:  

Considerations of manpower, accommodation and security made such a scheme impracticable, and there was a danger of the Forces being given what was thought good for them and not what they wanted. It was also important to
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exercise a close control of the type of literature circulated to avoid the inclusion of undesirable propaganda.81 

  On 15 May 1940 the War Office finally lost patience and Major S. H. Smith wrote to Creedy laying down the rules governing the future supply of books and magazines. Colonel Jackson was confirmed as Officer-in-Charge of the Book Depot with all its employees, without exception, coming under his control. Army libraries would be run by the War Office with individual commanding officers deciding if their unit needed a library. Catalogues and other library paraphernalia were deemed unnecessary, and Cowley and Wilks were prohibited from contacting units without permission from the War Office. As these new instructions deliberately diminished their roles, the two librarians left their secondments to the Book Depot.82  
  Despite this rebuff to the L.A., individual public librarians rallied in support of the SLBF. A second national appeal on 23 February 1940 was followed by local newspaper reports of librarians helping with community collections.  In Cheltenham, for instance, the Borough Librarian and his staff ‘offered their services to act as collectors of books’ and a ‘receptacle’ was situated ‘in the Entrance Hall of the Public Library into which literature may be dropped’.83 The Hastings and St. Leonards Observer described how the mayor had ‘enlisted the co-operation of the Borough Librarian’ who had ‘undertaken to do the work of sorting and distribution in her spare time’, assisted by members of the library staff. ‘Receptacles for the books and papers’  had  been  ‘placed  in  the  Town  Hall, White  Rock  Pavilion,  and  the Public Library’ and parcels could be ‘given in to the travelling library’.84 Northampton Public Library asked for books to be delivered to the library and also offered to collect from potential donors if they notified the council.85 Finally, the Eastbourne Gazette urged its readers to respond to their local library’s appeal by giving their bookshelves ‘a wartime spring cleaning’ enabling ‘books now standing idle’ to ‘brighten the leisure hours of soldiers, sailors and airmen’.86
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  These national appeals would soon be eclipsed by the introduction of the Post Office Scheme, an arrangement whereby books could be sent directly to the Book Depot. On 27 May 1940 the Postmaster-General announced that books and magazines donated for the use of soldiers, sailors and airmen could be handed in at most post offices in England, Wales and Scotland. Donations had to be clean, in good condition, and handed over the counter unwrapped, unstamped and unaddressed. Newspapers were not accepted. The Post Office would then deliver them to the Book Depot without the giver paying the cost of carriage. Posters advertising the Scheme were displayed in post offices, and the daily papers gave it extensive coverage.87
1.4. Supplying books to the Expeditionary Forces.
One of the first tasks of the Book Depot was to supply books and magazines to the expeditionary forces sent to France, Norway and the islands of the North Atlantic. Within six days of the declaration of war, the first troops of the BEF left for France and by 30 September over 152,000 officers and men had crossed the Channel. On 3 October the BEF began to position itself along the Belgian border in a sector stretching across the industrial landscape of the Nord département. The troop build- up continued into 1940 but the British were not called into action as, between the autumn of 1939 and spring 1940, the Germans were fully engaged in their Polish campaign and were in no hurry to turn west. The BEF prepared defensive positions, dug anti-tank ditches, carried out some much-needed training, and waited.88 

  During this time of inactivity the BEF asked the War Office to supply large quantities of books and magazines to occupy the men.89 The Times responded by buying books directly from their publishers to send to the front line and told its readers on 4 November 1939, that distribution of its purchases was proceeding smoothly and a ‘goodly number’ of books had already been sent to France.90 Later that same month it reported that all the books in English had been withdrawn from Parisian libraries and dispatched to the BEF.91 
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  On its formation, the Book Depot became the sole channel through which official supplies of books and magazines reached the BEF, and Colonel Jackson immediately sent to France what he termed ‘first aid’, in the form of 200,000 Penguin paperbacks purchased by the SLBF. The Depot’s first distribution of used books and magazines to the BEF followed on 1 February 1940.92 The result, according to Major-General John Hay Beith (the army’s Director of Public Relations and, as Ian Hay, a best-selling author), was that: ‘Books were available in goodly quantities and the enterprising shop-keepers of Arras and other towns soon had quantities of assorted English literature on sale. Penguins were almost as numerous as in the Antarctic Circle.’93 

  At the request of the BEF General Headquarters (GHQ), Colonel Jackson visited some front line units. He would have encountered troops who were bored, uncomfortable and worn down by the coldest winter in living memory. Heavy snowfalls alternating with thaws and driving rain caused soldiers to rebuild front-line defences while wading in a sea of mud.94 On his return Jackson decided that the most effective method of supplying books and magazines to the BEF was by standardized parcels distributed through the Royal Army Service Corps (RASC) [Fig. 1.3]. Told that soldiers preferred books of a size that would fit into their battledress front trouser pocket, Jackson ensured his parcels contained approximately one hundred well-assorted books that met this specification.95 
  The Book Depot also distributed Blighty to the BEF. A weekly magazine, originally produced during the First World War, Blighty was revived in October 1939 as ‘the free paper for our fighting forces’. The magazine’s mostly humorous content of jokes, cartoons and short stories allowed it to proclaim that it ‘laughs its way to victory’ [Fig. 1.4].96
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Literature for the BEF. Fig. 1.3. (above) Troops reading magazines and books taken from Book Depot parcels, April 1940. Fig. 1.4. (below) Men reading Blighty outside their dugout, December 1939. 
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  With Creedy’s permission, Cowley and Wilks visited the BEF where their attempts to promote the idea of professionally run camp libraries met with little success.97 Nevertheless, GHQ agreed to establish ‘Field Institute Libraries’ in front-line recreation centres. The Book Depot began selecting and buying libraries of 500 books, consisting of 450 items of fiction; and fifty non-fiction and reference. The first 

collections went to France during Easter 1940 (22-24 March), and altogether thirty-eight libraries were installed in BEF institutes. As events turned out they would be used for less than two months.98
  During April 1940 the Germans turned their attention westwards. On 9 April the German Army occupied Denmark and invaded Norway. In an attempt to stop the invasion, a British expeditionary force landed at Narvik in Northern Norway. The Book Depot dispatched book parcels with the force and sent more once a base was established. However, the British were rapidly overwhelmed, leaving Narvik on 7 June and presumably abandoning hundreds of books in the process.99 

  With Norway in German hands, the British tried to forestall a threat to the North Atlantic sea lanes by occupying Iceland and the Faroe Islands during April and May.   Once the British position was secure, the Book Depot sent two ‘large libraries’ of 2,500 volumes each to Iceland, adding more parcels of books as shipping allowed, together with a library of 2,000 books for the Faroes.100

  It was now the BEF’s turn to confront the advancing Germans.  From 10 May 1940 a lightening enemy offensive eliminated France and Belgium from the war and drove the British from continental Europe in a matter of weeks. The BEF retreated to Dunkirk leaving behind almost all of its heavy weapons and modern equipment. It lost most of its guns and vehicles, more than seventy percent of its ammunition and ninety-six percent of its supplies and stores.101
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  The fate of the Field Institute Libraries is unclear but, in the general mayhem, it is likely that they were either destroyed or abandoned. The evacuation of the British troops from France ended on 3 June when the last units left Dunkirk. In a final gesture, the Book Depot sent the remaining magazines earmarked for the BEF to Dover and other disembarkation ports to be given to the soldiers as they boarded trains taking them to their new billets in Britain.102 Many were to remain in Britain, kicking their heels, for much of the war. 

1.5. The reform of army welfare and education.
Although the AWS had made some progress by 1940, army welfare and education still depended on a variety of ad hoc arrangements. No one in the War Office exercised effective overall control, resulting in unnecessary complication, overlapping interests and waste. Institutes and entertainments were provided by the NAAFI; books were organized by the Book Depot; the Army Sport Control Board supplied sports equipment and wireless sets; and clothing distribution came under the Army Comforts Depot. The CAC was looking after education, but with insufficient funds to start any widespread programme of lectures. 

  To address this unsatisfactory situation, Lieutenant-General Sir Robert Haining, the Vice-Chief of the Imperial General Staff, was appointed to look into welfare and non-military education under the following terms of reference:

a) To draw up a scheme for the further education of the Army in subjects other than military, having regard in particular to the greater variety of needs of the war-time as opposed to the peace-time Army and to the different conditions under which they are serving.

b) To consider the provision for:- 

(i) The welfare of the Army

(ii) The recreational needs of the Army and to recommend in what respects it should be extended or modified. 

[He] was to bear in mind the desirability of correlating these activities with the scheme which [he] was directed to prepare in (a) above.103
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  Haining presented his report in May 1940. He proposed the setting up of ‘some central organization’ to secure ‘the co-ordination of the activities of those who were interested in the welfare of the Army’ and ensure that ‘the various aspects of welfare were kept under review’.  Accordingly, he recommended that ‘a Director-General of Welfare should be appointed […] to exercise general financial supervision and to maintain contacts with commands on the one hand, and on the other with those immediately charged with the provision of entertainments, recreational facilities and personal comforts’.104 

  Haining made some specific recommendations. The army should encourage units to form their own ‘concert and entertainment parties, apart from the provision of professional entertainment’. Particular consideration ought to be given to the ‘provision of mobile cinemas’, and ‘an Exchequer grant should be made for the supply of books and general reading matter’.  He emphasised that ‘the interest of the officer in his men must continue to be the chief factor in their welfare’, as no organization ‘could relieve him of his responsibility in this respect’; although it could do much ‘to assist him to discharge that responsibility’.105 

  When considering a new education scheme, Haining declared that there was ‘no need to argue the case for education in the Army in wartime; the demand has already made itself felt’. He emphasised the importance of keeping minds alert, ‘if the individual initiative and intelligence which are an essential part of the equipment of every soldier today, are to be maintained’.106 Although this statement appears to break from accepted ideas of training for unhesitating obedience, there was a growing recognition amongst some in the army that in the modern dispersed battlefield, officers and men could easily lose contact with one another. Accordingly, the soldier now had to be ‘intelligent, adaptable, and capable of acting on his own initiative’. These qualities would be instilled by ‘educational training […] not purely military in character’, with an emphasis on individual learning.107
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  Under a new Directorate of Education, Haining proposed a programme of education covering the humanities (history, geography, economics, and international affairs), the utilities (vocational subjects), and arts and crafts. The scheme would be delivered partly from army resources, partly by the CAC, and partly through correspondence courses. Haining envisaged his curriculum growing organically, informed by the demands of the men. There would be no compulsion; the soldier’s participation would be voluntary and in his free time.108
  In July 1940 Haining’s recommendations were approved and a new Directorate of Welfare and Education, led by Major-General Harry Willans, was established in the War Office. Reporting to Willans were Lieutenant-General Sir John Brown from the TA, now appointed as Director-General of Welfare, and Mr. F. W. D. Bendall, seconded from the Board of Education, as the new Director-General of Education. Sir John was accountable for the welfare of troops in Britain and overseas, overseeing    the supply of amenities, books, comforts and entertainment. Bendall was responsible for the voluntary education scheme and its co-ordination with the adult education sector.109 Meanwhile, existing members of the AEC were returned to their normal duties and new recruits added. By November 1940 the Corps had doubled in size and AEC personnel were initiating voluntary educational arrangements for units in their area in liaison with Regional Committees and local educational authorities.110
  The financial position of the Directorate of Welfare and Education would always be, in the words of Brigadier Morgan, ‘obscure and complicated’. Treasury grants were received ‘for specific welfare purposes’ and ‘for the administration of the Book Depot and for other quasi-welfare activities for which Territorial Army Associations were responsible’. There was also the Directorate of Welfare Private Fund which was made up from ‘collections in public cinema theatres’ and ‘gifts from individuals and societies’.  This fund ‘was never large’, but it provided a valuable reserve ‘from which to meet emergency demands or to pay for odd welfare objects for which no public monies were available’.111 
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  This uncertain financial situation had to sustain a ‘vast extension of the scope of Army Welfare’.112 In a speech to the Royal Society of Arts on 7 March 1941, General Willans set out the primary objective of his new Directorate as:

The maintenance of the morale of officers and men; primarily to make them fit to carry out their duty as soldiers, when the time comes, with the utmost possible efficiency; secondly in order that their relations with the civil population may be such as to ensure the maximum co-operation between the Army and the nation in the national effort; and thirdly, that they may in due course be better citizens as the result of their service in the Army.113

  In order to realize this objective it was necessary to ‘cater for the whole needs of the man [and] to aim at a high standard of physical, mental and moral well-being’ which would result in ‘a contented soldier and so a contented Army’. While physical amenities, ‘canteens or concerts, footballs or food’ were needed, it was more important to address the soldier’s ‘mental and emotional needs’ in order to achieve good morale amongst all ranks. The aim was to link officers and men together ‘in a bond that will stand the test of adversity’ and to foster ‘the right relations’ between the civilian who was also at war and the soldier who was also a civilian, but had ‘been taken out of his element and put down in surroundings which [were] generally strange and sometimes uncongenial’.114 The change in direction from pre-war assumptions could not have been more marked.

  Willans was convinced that ‘education and welfare must go hand in hand’, as ‘the line of division between them’ was ‘indistinct’. Education would ‘fortify’ the soldier’s loyalty and morale ‘through an understanding of the cause for which he and our Allies are fighting’. It would increase his fighting efficiency ‘by exercising his mind and by training him to think quickly for himself’, thus keeping him ‘mentally fresh’ and preventing ‘the “staleness” which may result from long continued intensive military training’ and ultimately return him to civilian life as a ‘better informed and more responsible citizen’.115
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  The AEC would ‘stimulate and organize the demands made for education’ and each unit would appoint ‘an “Education Officer,” who, in addition to regimental duties, interests himself in the education of his men’. However, in line with Haining’s recommendation, all education would be offered on a ‘purely voluntary’ basis and there was to be no compulsory participation.116

  The army abandoned its opposition to providing facilities for ‘the habit of study’. It now proposed to give the soldier, ‘where possible, some opportunity to prepare himself for a vocation’ following his demobilization from the army. According to Willans, there were many men who wished to ‘continue interrupted studies or to learn a profession or trade which will enable them to make their way in civil life’.117

1.6. The trouble with morale. 

These changes mark an extraordinary transformation of the aims and scope of welfare and education within a comparatively short space of time, but change was being driven by problems with morale in the army that had been building steadily since the retreat from France. 

  For the army after Dunkirk there would be no repeat of the carnage of 1914-1918. Most troops were now stationed in Britain, where a vast number of AA, home defence, and logistical, training and administrative units either defended the country against attack or supported troops abroad. For almost the entire war more than 1.5 million troops, representing well over half of the army, were stationed in Britain, and it was not until after D-Day (6 June 1944) that the majority of the army served overseas.118

  The accelerated rate of call-up after June 1940 overwhelmed the army. Living conditions left much to be desired with many men crowded into hurriedly constructed camps and enduring leaking tents, bad sanitation and poor food.119 There were 
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insufficient numbers of officers and NCOs to instruct the new recruits and, with the equipment losses in France still being made good, a severe shortage of weapons for them to use. Thousands of men waited in primitive circumstances wondering why they were there and what would be expected of them.120  

  For much of the time the citizen-soldier appeared to ‘either not know the cause he was fighting for’ or ‘was too disillusioned to care’.121 David French notes it was evident that: 

Few of the conscripts […] had much relish for soldiering or fighting, and few were motivated by a highly developed ideological commitment to the cause of eradicating Nazism. […] The great majority of soldiers regarded the war as an unpleasant but necessary job that had to be completed so that they could then return to their everyday civilian lives.122 
  Their political leaders seemingly failed to give them coherent and compelling reasons to fight, leaving men unmoved by vague exhortations to join a ‘crusade’ to defend the Empire. Many soldiers believed that victory had to be about more than just defeating the enemy and then ‘restoring society to its pre-war and pre-Depression conditions’. If conscription imposed an obligation to fight and possibly die for Britain then in return, the state ought to offer the prospect of ‘building an improved modern nation in the post-war world’.123
  As early as 1941 Anthony Cotterell, who experienced army life as both an other rank and an officer, discovered that, in general, his men’s worries were ‘not about the near future but the time after the war. […] Their general attitude is that what happens between now and Armistice doesn’t matter, it’s after that that counts.’124
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  The citizen-soldier’s outlook was largely conditioned by his and his parents’ experience of broken promises after the First World War followed by economic stagnation for much of the twenties and thirties. There was a widespread feeling that something had gone wrong in these inter-war years when successive governments resisted pressure for social welfare reform, full employment and corporatist planning, while persisting with outdated economic and political structures which entrenched the status quo.125

  The army’s failures in 1940, and then the setbacks in Greece and Crete in early 1941, only added to a belief that things had to change. This was blamed on ‘the whole of “the existing system”’ and an ‘increasingly large number of soldiers’ expressed a ‘resolve that the system must be different “after the war”’. These ideas only grew as the war went on. Morale reports after 1942 from front line units confirmed ‘that a very large proportion of the rank and file’ were ‘preoccupied by the question of what, if any, social and economic changes will take place after the war’. One report noted that ‘certainty of employment in what they consider satisfactory conditions is the nearest thing to a “war aim” that most soldiers can be said to have at the moment’.126

  Meanwhile, conscripts were understandably unable to distance themselves from their civilian lives. They were frequently directed into army roles to which they were poorly suited and, increasingly, wondered why they had been taken from useful well-paid civilian work to languish in dull repetitive jobs on inadequate army pay. As all sections of British society faced danger, soldiers worried for the safety of their relatives after German air-raids and, if overseas, concerns would be further heightened by reports from home about the state of their marriage or the well-being of their children.127 All this brought about a phenomenon known as the ‘anxious soldier’ and the army had to acknowledge that ‘men with these anxieties unresolved would never make good soldiers’.128
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  Civilians, on the other hand, became disconnected from the army. At a time when the RAF was winning the Battle of Britain and the navy was fighting for control of the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, army fiascos overseas produced increasing criticism. Soldiers became objects of suspicion and petty resentment as most seemed safely ensconced in the countryside, safe from the Blitz.129 

  Fostering good relations with the civil population was not, therefore, simply a matter of rallying soldiers and civilians in a common cause but also of fostering mutual understanding and trust. Local welfare officers were asked to facilitate closer contacts by encouraging communities to provide hospitality for the troops in their neighbourhoods. As Willans pointed out, it was ‘impossible to over-estimate the value to a soldier, necessarily deprived of his home life, of the opportunity of entering a private house and sitting during part of his leisure hours in the warmth and comfort of somebody else’s home’.130

  For their part, the troops, kept in the dark, felt cut off from the outside world. According to Alan Allport:

The army explained nothing, apologized for nothing. Being a soldier meant having little or no idea what was happening to you or why, where you were going next, or what you were going to do once you got there. Rumour, often baseless, but all the same addictive, was all you had to go on.131
Rumour, therefore, played a significant role in lowering morale as it shaped the soldiers’ grasp of what was happening. 
  All of this brought about a mood of disenchantment with army life, encapsulated in the soldier’s complaint of being utterly ‘browned off’. The origins and meaning of this phrase are obscure but Allport thinks that:  

To be browned off meant to resemble in temperament as well as in appearance a piece of meat left cooking far too long on the stove. It was a kind of indifference, a 
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state in which personal feelings and interests appeared to have been suspended in the face of the vast, anonymous, indifferent machinery of the army.132
  By the spring of 1941 the army was thoroughly browned off. Apart from AA Command, the army in Britain had seen no action during the winter. The Germans did not invade, bad weather curtailed field training, and the troops settled into basic training that mirrored the army’s peacetime model. Soldiers found their days full of ‘bullshit’, the term they gave to the army’s never-ending preoccupation with drill and spit-and-polish. The service lives of the citizen-soldiers became unendingly dreary and any initial enthusiasm was replaced by boredom and rising discontent.133  

  To improve morale Willans had to confront this browned off frame of mind. He needed to overcome the soldier’s ignorance as to why he had been called up, deal with his anxieties, improve communication, and tackle an all-encompassing atmosphere of indifference and boredom. To achieve this he would rely on the principle that the care of his men was the prime duty of every regimental officer.

  This, however, presented yet another problem as poor morale was exacerbated by the gulf between officers and men. The majority of conscripts regarded those in authority as members of a different caste, whose primary function was to badger them for reasons they could not fully understand. This became manifest in a sense of alienation towards what French describes as ‘an impersonal “they”, variously identified with the “War Office”, “the authorities” […] “the Officers”, or even “the Army” generally’.134 
  The pre-war regular soldier may have accepted an autocratic leadership style but the citizen-soldiers, many of whom were better educated and more class-conscious, were disinclined to submit easily to this approach. However, the large influx of new wartime officers, most of whom had spent some time in the ranks, displayed shortcomings. Many showed little capacity for man-management and readily adopted 

132 Allport, Browned Off, pp.xxiii – xxiv.

133 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p. 85
134 French, Raising Churchill’s Army, p. 132.
the high-handed manner of their longer-serving colleagues. They were often patronising towards their men, treating them like children, or bullying them into submission.  Reports to the War Office complained that a large proportion of officers were failing to inspire respect or care properly for their men’s welfare. Inconsiderate officers were producing disaffected soldiers.135
  Although this divide between officers and men presented a major barrier to the realization of Willans’ objectives, he believed that it was ‘no part of the Welfare Department’s duties to cut across this vital principle’ of an officer’s responsibility for his men. Nevertheless, he acknowledged that the new officers needed support:  

It must not be forgotten that the present war is far more complicated than the wars of the past, and much greater demands are made upon the officer’s time and energy today. […] Moreover, the soldier has many more problems, some of which are beyond the reasonable scope of the Regimental Officer’s knowledge and experience – problems raised by reason of the bombing of his home and the evacuation of his relations, and those connected with his business and property. The average Regimental Officer cannot be expected to be an expert on these matters, and it is here that Welfare takes an effective hand. Nor do we desire to sap the self-reliance of the soldier. He should be encouraged to do what he can for himself and to make the best of circumstances from his own resources. Self-reliance should be part of the equipment of every good soldier, and God forbid that we should do anything to hinder its development.136

  The Soldier’s Welfare, therefore, was published to give ‘practical help to all officers in their job of looking after the welfare of their men’. It reminded officers of their obligations under Willan’s new arrangements and briefed them on the advice and support available from his Directorate. The pamphlet ‘strongly emphasized’ the ‘close relationship’ of welfare and education to ‘successful training and good morale’.137
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  This short publication was among the first of an array of books, pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines assembled to support army welfare and education in its effort to improve the morale of the citizen-soldier, especially in the early phase of the war. The troops needed to be motivated, informed and entertained. Pamphlets would be published to educate and inform; newspapers and magazines distributed to suppress rumour and improve communication; and books acquired or bought to alleviate boredom and help self-education.  

  The following chapters will study each of these in turn, beginning with an examination of pamphlets designed to educate soldiers on current affairs and the progress of the war, so as to enlighten them on the cause for which they were fighting.

2.  Inspiring the citizen-soldier: The Army Bureau of Current Affairs and The British Way and Purpose booklets, 1941-1945. 

On 1 June 1941 General Sir Ronald Adam was appointed as Adjutant-General to the army, in charge of welfare and education and responsible for discipline and morale.  The most pressing problem Adam faced in his new role was, of course, the issue of morale: a problem that called for radical solutions.  Fortunately, he was the man to provide them. Although he had followed a conventional career path in the pre-war Regular Army, Adam possessed a deep understanding of the nature of the new wartime army and was keen to try new, and sometimes unorthodox, ways of changing army routines and improving techniques and systems.1 General Willans had gained a powerful ally in the effort to sustain morale.

  Once in post, Adam vigorously addressed the underlying causes of low morale. He reformed the process of selecting and deploying men into the wide variety of occupations required within a modern technological army.2 The anxious soldier was helped by a system of compassionate leave that dealt with urgent cases of domestic hardship, and a scheme to respond promptly to soldiers’ enquiries about injuries to relatives or damaged property after heavy German raids.3 Changes were also made to officer selection and training in an attempt to improve the relationship between officers and men. In a War Office pamphlet, Comrades in Arms, officers were encouraged to talk with their men informally when off duty. In particular they were advised to pay careful attention to the ‘well educated few, who have an influence in the ranks out of all proportion to their numbers’ as ‘respect for book learning, despite what some people say, is still very strong amongst the less educated. […] An officer who shows his awareness and appreciation of their better education, both by the way he talks to them and by the way he employs them, will turn potential rebels into loyal and very useful soldiers’.4
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  Yet, the citizen-soldiers’ disillusionment was of continuing concern. The Haining scheme of education had not been a success. With its lectures and talks arranged outside duty hours and attendance voluntary, the scheme reached only about twenty percent of the troops and Adam became convinced that a new approach was needed.5 In his previous post as Head of Northern Command, he had been ‘horrified at the utter lack of knowledge of the average man as to the war, what we are fighting for, and what we were fighting against’.6 
  Adam was also well aware that the German Army was instilling a ‘crusading zeal’ into its soldiers. Junior officers were required to spend an hour every day discussing with their men the political aims and decisions of the Nazi leadership and the causes of the war, with further time spent whipping up a martial spirit. Additional patriotic education developed the soldier’s sense of duty and provided lessons in German history.7 Some instilling of crusading zeal was clearly needed in Britain, but the German model of overt propaganda would not suit the traditionally apolitical outlook of the army. Instead Adam and Willans initiated a new kind of army education to influence the way in which information on the war was communicated to soldiers in Britain and overseas. 

  Adam invited W. E. ‘Bill’ Williams to lead this new approach. Williams introduced himself to the army as ‘one of the leading younger men in the field of popular education’. For the past six years he had directed the British Institute of Adult Education, an organization that had taken the lead ‘in developing the educational uses of broadcasting and the cinema’. He was also an editorial advisor to Allen Lane, the founder of Penguin Books, where he had gained ‘special experience […] in popularizing knowledge’.8 Lane’s biographer, Jeremy Lewis, describes Williams as ‘bustling, benign, shrewd, well-connected, a consummate operator and fixer who flourished in the Byzantine, claustrophobic world of cultural bureaucracy’ but also as 
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‘endearingly idle, a man for the broad brush strokes who left others to fill in the details’.9 Williams’ political sympathies lay towards the Left as he had grown up in a poor home and had seen the effects of economic and social deprivation in Manchester and London’s East End. Marriage to Gertrude Rosenblum, a Jewish girl, had given him an instinctive opposition to the racialist doctrines of National Socialism.10
  Williams believed that it was not sufficient simply to get men into fighting shape through military training and routine. A soldier who understood why he was in the army and the cause for which he was fighting would be more reliable than one who did not. To encapsulate this idea, Williams adopted Oliver Cromwell’s definition of the type of leader needed for his New Model Army. Cromwell declared that he would ‘rather have a plain, russet-coated Captain that knows what he fights for, and loves what he knows, than what you call a Gentleman and is nothing else’.11 Williams applied this across the wartime army, declaring that every soldier should ‘ideally match up to Cromwell’s famous definition of the citizen-soldier as one who “must know what he fights for, and love what he knows”’. Williams thought that the conscripts had no such understanding and had lost touch with the sources of information they used to possess as civilians. Therefore, he argued, it was the business of the army to make good this deficiency of knowledge and to ‘devise what means were possible to keep the men abreast of current affairs’.12
  In line with his vision, Williams developed a plan to keep every soldier informed about current affairs and the progress of the war. Put simply, his proposal required every regimental officer to lead a weekly discussion on current affairs with the men in his unit. Attendance was to be compulsory as discussions would be held during duty hours in a deliberate change from the voluntary approach advocated by Haining. All regimental officers had to be involved as there were too few AEC instructors to implement the scheme across the army.13 
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  On 17 June 1941 the Army Council approved his plan. Two years later a Ministry of Information film recreated the moment when General Adam conveyed the news to Bill Williams: 

ADAM  So there it is Williams, the Army Council have agreed to our scheme for instructing the soldier in current affairs and the progress of the war. The first rule is that it’s part of the army’s timetable like weapons training and it’s the job of the regimental officer just like welfare or any other form of training. 

WILLIAMS That’s fine A-G. The first thing, I think, is to find the right title or trademark for this new training in current affairs. Well, I’ve been thinking about that. I suggest the word ‘ABCA’. 

ADAM  ABCA? What’s that mean?

WILLIAMS  Well, it’s A – B – C – A which stands for Army Bureau of Current Affairs, an extremely nice short word and also suggesting the particular job we’re after which is to teach the army a new kind of alphabet, the alphabet of world affairs, the progress of the war and all that.

ADAM  That sounds okay, Williams. There’s one thing we must be quite certain about. No propaganda, no long-winded lectures. The main thing is discussion. It’s a big job but I believe it can be done.14

  With ABCA underway, Williams was confident that the average officer, primed by ‘a well-annotated brief’, was ‘likely to make a tolerable job of his exposition of Current Affairs, and in this novel duty, as in so many others in his daily life, he would also learn from the vicissitudes of experience’.  ABCA provided these briefs in the form of two bulletins: War and Current Affairs published alternately, week 
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by week, so that each appeared at fortnightly intervals. According to Williams, with these bulletins:

An officer will have two kinds of raw material from which he can prepare his talks to the men. In Current Affairs he will have an analysis of some broad topical theme; in War he will have a miscellany of military information which he will transmit, with due discretion, to his men.15

  This chapter will examine the part played by War, Current Affairs, and other ABCA publications in promoting Williams’ aim of educating the citizen-soldier to ‘know what he fights for, and love what he knows’. I will argue that while ABCA bulletins could be considered a publishing success when measured in terms of quantity and variety of output, they achieved less as instruments of education. I contend that they were comparatively less effective in helping officers deliver proficient ABCA sessions; that they often failed to convince officers that their content was unbiased; and that their system of use took little account of the circumstances officers worked under. These failings allowed ABCA’s rival, the AEC, to introduce a separate programme based on a series of booklets with the collective title of The British Way and Purpose. 

2.1. This is War !

The inspiration for War came initially from General Willans who proposed that a ‘house magazine’ be published by the Welfare Directorate and distributed throughout the army. Willans proceeded to recruit two officers, Stephen Watts, formerly of the Sunday Express, and Anthony Cotterell, ex-Daily Express, before his idea was turned down. Undeterred, he then suggested issuing a periodic training pamphlet focused on military topics, and this was approved. This modified publication, ‘more for the convenience of administration than for any other reason’, was moved into ABCA, and Willans’ recruits transferred to the Bureau.16   
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  Cotterell became the bulletin’s main reporter while Watts took on the role of organiser and editor of Cotterell’s copy. (This Anthony Cotterell is the same officer already encountered in chapter one, commenting on his soldiers’ worries). Watts recalled that Cotterell ‘was essentially a writer and such things as editing and layout were of no interest to him’. For himself, he ‘doodled away with coloured pencils and printers’ type-specimen books, lists of subject ideas, and possible authors, to produce a suggested format and contents for our publications.’ Watts designed the bulletin’s cover but it was Cotterell who insisted on the title War, ‘because it afforded the opportunity to answer the telephone with the words “This is War”’, which were ‘susceptible of a variety of dramatic enunciations’.17
  The first issue of War appeared on 20 September 1941 as a small (21cm x 13.5cm) sixteen-page publication [Fig. 2.1]. Its paper covers were printed in white and red. Content appeared on all pages apart from the front cover which displayed the title and subtitles. The covers of numbers one to eleven displayed the subtitle ‘News-Facts for Fighting Men’, but from twelve onwards the subtitle referred to the main subject of that bulletin. Initially, most articles were published anonymously and an author’s name only routinely appeared from number thirty (31 October 1942). War ran for ninety-seven issues with the final edition appearing on 23 June 1945. 

  Cotterell and Watts’ writing for War consciously replicated the informal journalistic style of Express Newspapers. However, they made it clear that War would not compete with newspapers by providing ‘hot news’. Instead it would interpret and clarify the facts, once assembled, in order to tell men, through their officers, what was ‘being achieved by Imperial and Allied arms in all theatres of war’. Subjects covered would ‘range from campaign narratives, with their obvious historical and instructional significance, to exciting adventure stories of individuals’.18

17  Stephen Watts, Moonlight on a Lake in Bond Street (London: The Bodley Head, 1961), 

        pp.107-108.
18 War, 11 July 1942, ii; 20 September 1941, ii. Footnote references to War and Current Affairs reflect their peculiar pagination, a mix of Roman and Arabic numerals with the front covers numbered i-ii, the inside pages 1-12, and the rear covers iii-iv. From bulletin forty-three, Current Affairs’ pagination became a straightforward 1-16 or 1-20.
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	Fig. 2.1. War, No. 1. 20 September    1941.

Author’s collection. 


  Early issues of War followed this pattern with articles on the army’s war in the Western Desert of Libya and a gunner’s experiences ‘on the run’ in German-occupied France. An entire issue was devoted to ‘Russia at War’, emphasizing the Soviet Union’s enormous power to resist and discussing the value of Allied aid to Russia.19 Reports on Russia were very popular. As one officer noted, ‘We can’t give them enough about Russia. The soldiers feel these Russians must be wizards to stand up like this to the Boche, and their curiosity is multiplied, of course, by the fact that Russia has been as remote from them as Tibet all these years.’20 

19 War, 16 May 1942, pp.1-16.

20 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p.131.

  In contrast to rousing reports from the East, accounts of British military achievement were increasingly hard to come by and War found other topics to fill its pages. With the publication of an article on the women of the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) the bulletin began a series examining different branches of the wartime army.21 Trooper Frank Owen, the future editor of SEAC army newspaper, wrote about life in the Royal Armoured Corps. Anthony Cotterell devoted an entire issue to the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC). Other features focused on AA Command, the Royal Engineers, Army Postal Services, Army Record Offices, and the Courts Martial.22 Cotterell even ventured into one of the most sensitive areas of army life. His article ‘How Good is Army Food?’ lauded the work of the recently established Army Catering Corps in improving the abysmal food served from army cookhouses. He could assure his audience that German rations were now less palatable and had lower energy values than the British.23
  The relevance of these various branches needed to be properly explained to the troops as many combat soldiers resented those in support roles, believing they were safe in cushy jobs in the rear. However, tail units often carried out difficult, tedious, and largely unappreciated work, and were just as prone to becoming browned off as their front-line comrades.24 The editors of War seemed well aware of this problem when they subtitled an article with the tag line ‘Hard, useful work and no glory – that is the lot of the Pioneer Corps, yet they are vital to the army.’ The Corps provided the manual labour keeping the military machine rolling and War told its audience that the Pioneers carried out ‘urgently necessary but usually unspectacular jobs, which, in the nature of things, don’t get much appreciation’. They were ‘equally important to the army as stokers […] to the battleship’.25
  In 1943 Stephen Watts left to become an intelligence officer. His successor, Ernest Watkins, a lawyer who had written for The Economist and Punch, discovered some highly relaxed working arrangements. War had no supervisory editorial board and Bill 

21 War, 18 April 1942, 8-iii.

22 War, 19 September 1942,1-9; 15 May 1943, 1-12; 18 March 1944, 1-12; 13 November 1943, 1-iv; 4 September 1943, 7-iii; 24 July 1943, 1-6; 5 August 1944, 1-6.

23 War, 26 December 1942, 1-8. 

24 Allport, Browned Off, pp. 209-211.

25 War, 27 June 1942, 9-iii.

Williams rarely appeared in its offices. Anthony Cotterell controlled everything, deciding what went into each bulletin, how it was handled, and what lessons might be learnt from it.26

  Watkins assumed Watts’ role of tidying up after Cotterell, which freed Cotterell to go where he wanted and report on whatever he chose. On his own initiative he qualified as a parachutist and wrote about his experience.27 He made unofficial contacts with the RAF and the US Air Force and flew many times over enemy territory. He reported these trips in a way which, in the opinion of Stephen Watts, ‘made the reader understand and even feel what it was like to do such things’.28
  On 20 December 1943 Cotterell flew with the crew in a Lancaster of 619 Squadron on a major raid to Frankfurt, in which 650 aircraft took part and forty-three were lost. His account, however, was relatively upbeat as he was fascinated by the experience of seeing occupied Europe from a height of 20,000 feet.29

  On reaching Frankfurt, Cotterell wrote:

Coming back on to the target it was like bright daylight. It is very difficult to describe. Nothing that I have ever read on the subject of bombing gave me anything like the impression which I actually had on the spot. I expected something of the atmosphere of a fire-blitz on the ground. I hadn’t allowed for the sense of detachment produced by being 20,000 feet high. You knew that down there was a town of half a million people. By staring round the engineer’s shoulder I could see the bomb aimer preparing to press the button which would release another 4,000 lbs. on to the town. But it seemed quite unreal.

   The bomber crew were not happy with their first bombing run and went round 

26 Jennie Gray, Major Cotterell at Arnhem: A War Crime and a Mystery (Stroud, Glos: The History Press, 2012), pp.72-73.

27 War, 11 December 1943, 1-iv; 25 December 1943, 8-iv.

28 Watts, Moonlight on a Lake, p.115.
29 Gray, Major Cotterell at Arnhem p. 78.

again. This time everything went to plan: 

[The crew] were all professionally satisfied with the delivery of the bomb. There was a sense of achievement. The engineer pointed out the burning streets of Frankfurt. I could just make them out from an orange streak in the carpet of fairy-like lights produced by the incendiaries. I tried to think of the spectacle in terms of what was going on twenty thousand feet below, but it was just impossible to worry about. Mostly, I suppose, because we had plenty to worry about twenty thousand feet above.

The amount of fun and fury and fighter flares was extraordinary. The sky was simply full of trouble. Yet, oddly enough, it was difficult to think of us in this particular aircraft as actively threatened by sudden death. I don’t mean that, speaking for myself, I wasn’t afraid. Certainly I was in a state of great alarm. But I didn’t really expect that we in this aircraft would buy it.30
  On D-Day Cotterell’s contacts in the RAMC got him over to France and he followed 8th Armoured Brigade across Normandy, writing dramatic accounts of the fighting. In September 1944 he filed his last piece before attaching himself to 1st Airborne Division and parachuting into Arnhem, where he went missing. It was later established that he had been captured, and then shot by the SS during an escape attempt. Severely wounded, he was taken to a German first-aid station where he died, aged just twenty-six.31 
30 War, 22 January 1944, 12-iii.
31 This is War! The Diaries and Journalism of Anthony Cotterell 1940-44, ed. by Jennie Gray (Stroud, Glos: The History Press, 2013), pp.7-8; Gray, Major Cotterell at Arnhem, p. 74.
2.2. Current Affairs - A Background Bulletin.
Current Affairs first appeared on 27 September 1941 [Fig. 2.2]. It was of a similar size and appearance to War apart from its covers being printed in white and blue. The cover of bulletins one to sixteen displayed the subtitle ‘A Background Bulletin’ but this was then changed to refer to the topic for discussion. Although early issues kept to sixteen pages, some later bulletins expanded to twenty. From the start every article was attributed to its author. Current Affairs ran for 118 issues with the final bulletin published on 6 April 1946. 

  Compared to War, producing Current Affairs was a more complex affair. First, an individual was commissioned to write around 6,000-7,000 words on a particular topic. Then, once their text was received, it was worked on by a team of subeditors under the overall supervision of Major Guy Chapman, a former WEA tutor and editor with Jonathan Cape.  Each text was supposedly subedited into the shape of a discussion brief without tampering with the contents.32 However, contributions retained their individual style and, by and large, editing appeared to be limited to the insertion of appropriate subheadings and to producing introductory pieces suggesting ways of developing a topic for discussion. Given the bulletin’s strict fortnightly schedule, this was probably all that could be achieved in the time available.

  Also eating into the schedule was a final stage which, according to Major Chapman, could be ‘a maddening business’, as ‘the finally subedited text still had to be approved by every government department remotely involved’. Any one pamphlet ‘might have to be passed by, say, the Foreign Office, the Board of Trade, and the Admiralty or some other godhead, and even when all of them had nodded there could still be a last-minute thunderbolt’ as there was ‘always some half-brained politician, some insufficiently occupied Argus, to imagine he saw treason, some monster in a basement to put his finger into matters he ought not to be meddling with’.33

32 White, Story of Army Education, p. 97.

33 Guy Chapman, A Kind of Survivor (London: Victor Gollancz, 1975), p. 191.
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	Fig. 2.2. Current Affairs, No. 1. 27 September 1941.

Author’s collection. 


  The contributors to Current Affairs were a mixture of journalists, writers and academics. For example, P. P. Graves, ‘on the staff of The Times and […] a well-known expert […] on Modern Turkey’, wrote about ‘Turkey To-day’; Phyllis Bentley, ‘the well-known author’, discussed ‘Woman in the Post-war World’; and Sir Wilson Jameson, the ‘Chief Medical Officer to the Ministry of Health and the Board of Education’, considered ‘The Nation’s Health’.34
  Other Current Affairs bulletins considered Britain and its Empire, debated the economic and social issues raised by the war, and scrutinized Britain’s allies and enemies. Some, such as ‘Why We Are at War With Germany’ by Harold Nicolson and ‘What Price Victory?’ by W.E. Williams, were aimed directly at troop motivation. Williams’ article mainly discussed British values and war aims but also contained a 

34 Current Affairs, 25 April 1942; 22 May 1943; 13 February 1943.

section entitled ‘Tribute to Russia’, as items on the Soviet Union were as popular in Current Affairs as they were in War. ‘Our Ally Russia’ by Sir Bernard Pares appeared in only the second issue.35 

  Once America entered the war and its troops began arriving in Britain, American issues were dealt with diplomatically. In December 1942 Current Affairs printed an anonymous article entitled ‘The Colour Problem as the American Sees It’ which tiptoed around the question of racial segregation. Officers were told to explain to their men that:

We have obligations to our American allies just as a host has to his guests. We do not therefore offend their susceptibilities by treating their problems in an abrupt 

or cocksure manner. We need not share the average American’s attitude to the Colour Problem, but we must respect it and we must weigh and measure the reasons for it.36

  There was no such holding back with the enemy as Current Affairs strove to persuade soldiers that only unconditional surrender would suffice. The Germans were aggressive ‘because for over 100 years their leaders have been aggressive, and they follow their leader’. The doctrine of racial superiority was ‘not Hitler’s invention. It has been preached for a long time to justify Germany’s right to aggression.’ The Germans ‘never had a Magna Carta; it is not in their nature to demand one and they wouldn’t know what to do with it’.  Unconditional surrender was ‘the only thing the Germans will understand’ as anything less would be misconstrued as weakness.37
  The Japanese held similar ideas having ‘sedulously propagated among themselves, that they are a race apart’. They believed that success was ‘the sole criterion by which their actions need to be judged’, and if their actions succeeded, they were 

35 Current Affairs, 4 July 1942; 10 October 1942; 11 October 1941.
36 Current Affairs, 5 December 1942, ii.

37 Current Affairs, 14 August 1943, 7-8.

‘thought to be in accordance with the will of the Emperor’. It was therefore of paramount importance ‘both that the Japanese military force should be decisively defeated and that the Japanese people should be clearly aware that the military forces, by their aggressive policy, brought defeat upon themselves and upon the Japanese people’.38
2.3. Current Affairs and the Beveridge Report.

In August 1942 the newly published ABCA Handbook proclaimed that ‘ABCA bulletins have so far eschewed controversy, partly on the ground that none of us knew whether the Army could “take it”, and partly on the ground that the average regimental officer had had no experience of controlling controversy’.39 

  Five months later this approach was put to the test when Current Affairs published Sir William Beveridge’s summary of his report on social services, a document that would eventually help towards the foundation of the welfare state [Fig. 2.3].40 Although Williams apparently thought that Beveridge’s report signalled future government policy, there was, in fact, no political consensus over Beveridge’s plan. Hence, Sir James Grigg, the Secretary of State for War, ordered the immediate withdrawal of the brief from circulation and though its abrupt removal led to press criticism and a heated debate in Parliament, the bulletin was never reissued. ABCA was not alone in encountering problems in publicizing Beveridge’s proposals. The MOI’s Public Meetings Section received many requests from local organizations for speakers to talk about the report, but could not respond comprehensively due to the government’s, or rather Churchill’s, opposition.41
38 Current Affairs 9 September 1944, 4-5.  

39 The ABCA Handbook: A Manual designed for the guidance of all officers in the conduct of talks and discussions on Current Affairs (London: Army Bureau of Current Affairs, 1942), p.11.

40 Sir William Beveridge, ‘War against Want’, Current Affairs 19 December 1942, 2-iii.

41 Stephen R. Thompson, ‘A Citizen-Soldier 'Must Know What He Fights For and Love What He Knows': The work of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs between 1941 and 1945’, in Allied Communication to the Public During the Second World War: National and Transnational Networks, ed. by Simon Eliot and Marc Wiggam (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), pp. 53-65 (p. 56).
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	Fig. 2.3. Current Affairs, No. 33. 19 December 1942, ‘The Beveridge Report’.

Author’s collection. 


  Given the high levels of bureaucratic scrutiny afforded to Current Affairs, and realizing that the Beveridge Report could be controversial, Williams may have deliberately tried to circumvent official approval. It is conceivable that Williams concealed his intentions from Chapman until the last possible moment as the preceding bulletin announced that: ‘No.33 of Current Affairs will contain an article on the Mediterranean by Sir Charles Petrie.’42 In the event number thirty-three briefed on Beveridge, and Petrie’s article appeared in Current Affairs 34. 

  Subsequent Current Affairs strove to avoid controversy and when the bulletin returned to coverage of social security the tone was quite different. This time the Beveridge Report was summarized by Williams’ wife Gertrude (an economics lecturer at London University) and was accompanied by a lengthy account of the

42 Current Affairs, 5 December 1942, ii.

parliamentary debate on the Report and the text of a radio address by the Prime Minister, in which he cautioned over the cost of overly ambitious social security schemes.43
  The withdrawal of Current Affairs 33 by the War Office was, in any case, a futile gesture as the Beveridge Report was on general sale in condensed form for just 3d a copy.44 It became a bestseller as Beveridge’s plan captured the public mood, allowing a popular desire for social change to become focused on a concrete programme of reform.45
  Although distribution of Current Affairs 33 was confined to Britain, the troops overseas soon became aware of Beveridge through newspaper accounts of his report and subsequent controversy. On 1 March 1943, for example, Crusader, the Eighth Army’s weekly paper, reported on a heated parliamentary debate over Beveridge during which Labour members tried to condemn ‘the reserve with which the Government treated some aspects of the scheme at the present stage’.46
  Jonathan Fennell records the growing enthusiasm of soldiers abroad for Beveridge and their dismay at the Government’s response:

The censorship summaries from First Army in Tunisia noted that ‘the Beveridge Report meets with general approval’. One man in the 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers, remarked that ‘it is a step forward’ while another serving at the HQ of 78th Division wrote that ‘I am praying night & day now that the Beveridge plan will be unanimously accepted by the government’. […] Over the next number of months, the censors noted keen and growing interest in the report. […] A man in the 10th Battalion the Rifle Brigade wrote that ‘nearly all the chaps seem to take a keen interest in the Beveridge Report. Whenever there is any news about the Report there is always a number round the news sheet’. […] The censors pointed to a 

43 ‘Social Security’ Current Affairs, 5 June 1943. 

44 The Beveridge Report in Brief (London: HMSO, 1942).

45 Fennell, Fighting the People’s War, p. 372.
46 ‘Beveridge Plan Debate’, Crusader, 1 March 1943, p.1. 

growing frustration among the men regarding government prevarication regarding Beveridge and social change more generally; ‘many men […] express their opinions in no uncertain manner, that [Beveridge] should pass into law with few amendments’.47  

  For many officers the withdrawal of Current Affairs 33 was final confirmation that ABCA was becoming, in the words of Captain William Shabbeare (23rd Hussars and, under the pseudonym ‘Captain X’, the author of The Soldier Looks Ahead, a critique of the wartime army) little more than a ‘purveyor of official “dope”’. Shabbeare believed that many copies of the withdrawn bulletin were not returned, and that he was one of the many officers who were ‘still glad to possess a copy of this useful little pamphlet’ and who were ‘proud of having been quick enough to give their men a talk on it before the ban took effect’. He described ABCA’s subsequent bulletin on social security as ‘a rambling work’ that ‘should have been called “Beveridge Made Boring”’. He doubted if it ‘inspired many officers to lecture on social security’.48 

  Despite repeated denials, the suspicion that ABCA was following the official government line lingered. As late as 1944 the Bureau still had to ask: ‘Do ABCA articles follow a line put out by the Authorities? Are they official propaganda?’ To which it replied:

No sir. We have said it before; and because some few people were evidently not attending, we say it again. ABCA articles are not “official,” but they are “authoritative”. That is to say, they do not “follow a line put out by” the Authorities, with a capital A; they are written by “outside” authorities, with a small “a”- independent men and women who know their subject, and who do their best “to keep their thumbs out of the scales in weighing up the argument”.49
47  Fennell, Fighting the People’s War, p. 373.
48 Captain X, [William G. C. Shebbeare], The Soldier Looks Ahead (London: George Routledge & Sons, 1944), pp. 67-68

49 Current Affairs, 3 June 1944, p.16.

  Throughout the war ABCA failed to convince many officers that its bulletins were unbiased and free from official interference. They were seen as either the voice of the War Office or a source of left-wing propaganda. Ironically, the Current Affairs issue on Beveridge that convinced many that ABCA was irredeemably in the official camp was a rare example of the Bureau defying the authorities and having to back down. Officers unconvinced by ABCA’s denials were likely to pass their doubts on to their men, or avoid ABCA discussions entirely. 

2.4. Utilizing the ABCA bulletins.

On its formation ABCA stated that its ‘first and immediate job’ was to ensure that every officer was supplied with a copy of each weekly bulletin.50 This required huge numbers of copies to be printed. Accurate production figures were never made public, but the consensus of historians of army education is that, once initial difficulties of printing and distribution were overcome, around 120,000 copies of each bulletin appeared.51 Simple arithmetic suggests, therefore, that upwards of twenty-seven million copies of War and Current Affairs were produced over the course of the war. This required vast quantities of paper and poses the question of where such supplies would come from during a paper shortage? The answer came on 20 October 1943 when, in a parliamentary reply, the Minister of Production, Oliver Lyttelton, provided a breakdown of Britain’s annual wartime paper allocation. He gave approximate figures of 250,000 tons per annum for newspapers, 20,000 tons for books, and 100,000 tons for the Stationery Office (HMSO). The War Office used about 25,000 tons a year, taken from HMSO’s allocation.52 Lyttelton’s figures show the War Office consumed more paper than the entire British book trade. ABCA used only a portion of the total, as the War Office bureaucracy published an endless stream of pamphlets, manuals, orders and instructions on everything from small arms training to recognition of German uniforms.   

50 Current Affairs in the Army, p.6.
51 N. Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p.43; Wayper, Mars and Minerva, p.155.

52 ‘Paper (Allocation)’, Hansard, (20 October 1943). 

  With few paper restrictions, the ABCA bulletins measured in terms of quantity and variety of output can be seen as a great success. They appeared on a regular weekly basis and could be relied upon to come out on their due dates. Current Affairs never missed a deadline despite the editorial hurdles that it faced. War failed only twice, once during the D-Day landings and once after Cotterell went missing. Each week a new feature appeared as the bulletins covered a broad and expanding range of topics. No article was ever repeated and whenever a subject recurred, it was invariably examined from a different angle. The freewheeling journalism of War was well-written and accessible. The weightier Current Affairs articles were in general interesting and engaging, although occasionally somewhat stodgy.
  However, viewed as publications for educational intent the bulletins present a less successful picture. Williams was focused on Current Affairs and rarely visited War which had joined ABCA out of administrative convenience. This allowed the two bulletins to follow uncoordinated agendas as Cotterell was allowed to write whatever he liked, while Chapman followed a relentless production schedule. Consequently, week by week, officers had to prepare for their ABCA periods by absorbing a never-ending stream of unrelated briefs; a situation that continued for the entire war. 

  In November 1941, for example, after reading War (1 November), an officer could choose to talk about the campaign in Greece, or what life was like for the troops in Iceland, or tell his men about the work of a Russian guerrilla detachment. The following week Current Affairs (8 November) required him to discuss ‘Food in War’, from a brief examining nutrition, supply, rationing, and consumption. A week later he could return to the campaign in Greece, relay an AA gunner’s description of shooting down his first enemy plane, or impart the experiences of a ship on convoy protection. In the final week he could learn about ‘The Crisis in the Far East’ before acquainting his men with Japan’s New Order for East Asia.53
  The same officer found himself following a familiar pattern in November 1944. Beginning the month with an examination of the proposed Social Insurance Plan, the next week he could invite his men to consider the military progress of the war over a 

53 War, 1 November 1941; Current Affairs, 8 November 1941; War, 15 November 1941; Current Affairs, 22 November 1941.

five year period (September 1939 to September 1944). In week three a similar perspective was given to events in Britain in ‘What Has Happened at Home? (1939-1944)’, described as a ‘refresher for all ranks’. Finally, he could choose to talk about the campaign in North West Europe after D-Day, the liberation of Brussels, or even about the Queen’s Army Schoolmistresses, an obscure unit that taught in the army’s garrison schools.54
  Despite coping with a glut of material, officers were pressurized not to fall behind. In July 1942 ABCA noticed that ‘some units in endeavouring to cover all the articles in War and Current Affairs are weeks behind the current issues’. It suggested that ‘officers might well make up leeway by dealing with two bulletins in one period’ as otherwise ‘whole issues’ would be ‘neglected’. War, in particular, because of its focus on recent events, should ‘be “put over” during the week following its arrival’.55
  The aim was to keep things topical, but the manner in which officers transmitted the bulletins to their men was vital as much could be lost if communication was flawed. War admitted that, ‘ABCA’s success depends on the way in which officers […] interpret the bulletins’, and any progress was ‘due to those officers who have used care and imagination in presenting the facts we supply’. However, Current Affairs’ editing schedule meant articles were not especially user-friendly, leaving officers searching for the salient points for discussion. War, forgetting that its main audience were listeners rather than readers, produced colourful articles that were difficult to put across in their original style. It was pointless for Cotterell to write vivid pieces in the style of the Express, if the troops heard them mediated through officers more accustomed to the idiom of the Telegraph or The Times. In addition, bulletins deliberately provided more content than was necessary for a single session ‘so that officers can choose their theme and use what is left over for general allusion and to stimulate discussion’.56 Consequently, each week officers needed to devote substantial time and effort to sorting their material for the next ABCA period. 
54 Current Affairs, 4 November 1944; War, 11 November 1944; Current Affairs, 18 November 1944; War, 25 November 1944.

55 War 11 July 1942, p.ii.

56  Ibid., p.ii. 

  To prepare properly for a discussion period, ABCA recommended that officers read through their bulletin at a single sitting in order to understand the substance of the subject, and then select a few points to build into a short introductory talk. Officers were instructed to leave their bulletin behind and go to the session with a ‘half-sheet’ of pre-digested notes and half a dozen prepared questions to start the debate.57 Yet ABCA was far from an officer’s only duty and it could be difficult to find time, particularly uninterrupted time, properly to digest the bulletins. A junior officer’s statement on the difficulty of reading while serving on AA gun sites could equally apply to studying an ABCA brief:

As a new and junior officer I have found little time for concentrated reading. One’s time off in the evening is continuously interrupted by people to see and telephone calls. Often the mess is noisy with radio or conversation and the sleeping quarters cold and uncomfortable. Also living with people you don’t know well makes it difficult to cut yourself off from their company by reading. I read a book perhaps three evenings a week but these occasions are marred by distractions.58

  In addition, officers were supposed to absorb a multiplicity of other pamphlets, manuals and instructions from the War Office. As a memorandum from the General Staff admitted, while officers knew that there existed ‘an assortment of manuals in red covers, manuals in blue covers, pamphlets in binders, pamphlets with manila covers, and pamphlets with no covers at all’ they struggled to ‘know what they are, what should be done with them, or where to look for any information’.59 Like ABCA bulletins, all of these items could be skimmed through or remain unread.   

  Communication might improve if soldiers had the opportunity to read bulletins for themselves. ABCA did little to promote this idea, although a solitary note in January 1944 advised officers that: 

ABCA sessions go all the better as a rule if members of the group have had a chance to read the bulletin beforehand. It makes things easier for the chairman if 

57 Current Affairs 9 May 1942, 1; 13 February 1943, ii. 

58 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Junior Officer, AA Command. (May 1942).

59 French, Raising Churchill’s Army, pp.201-202.

everyone sees the agenda. So pass round ABCA bulletins as widely as you can, and see that they are available in the Information Room.60

  In 1945 Bill Williams claimed that:

The most confident (and competent) regimental officers have always made a point of passing ABCA bulletins round the platoon, realising that by such a procedure they can increase their men’s interest in the subject and dissolve any latent suspicion that the bulletin is “dope for officers”.61

  Desirable as this might seem, it was difficult for between fifteen and thirty men and their officer to try to digest a bulletin in just seven days amid all their other duties. The best that most citizen-soldiers could hope for would be to access a bulletin once it had been used in an ABCA period. 

2.5. ABCA begins.  

By December 1941, three months after the first bulletin, Bill Williams was concerned that ABCA was developing more slowly than anticipated. He estimated that only about half of the units in Britain were putting ABCA into practice ‘to the best of their ability’.62 Initially many regimental officers resented ABCA as yet another chore handed down the chain of command and one that they felt unable to cope with.63 Preparing a talk and controlling a discussion were very different to conducting casual conversations with their men. Stephen Watts admitted that he ‘met officers who scowled when they learned that I had been one of the people behind those “ABCA periods” which were forced on them’.64

60 Current Affairs, 29 January 1944, p.3.

61 Current Affairs B1, 21 July 1945, 3.

62 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p.113.

63 Wayper, Mars and Minerva, p.156.

64 Watts, Moonlight on a Lake, p.107.

  In The Soldier Looks Ahead, Captain Shebbeare explained how ABCA was, at first, met with apathy and inertia:  

There was very little open hostility, but there was very little enthusiasm either. The junior officers were all quite understandably afraid of it as something quite outside their line of country and something they had not bargained for when they became officers. The more senior officers had no objection to it, but treated it like every new instruction of the Army Council – they did nothing about it until they were made to. Some units no doubt started on ABCA at once. But most of them took a year or so before they did anything. First the Army Commanders became interested and impressed its importance on the Corps Commanders. Then the Corps Commanders became interested and impressed its importance upon Divisional Commanders, and so on [until] the pamphlets stopped being heaped up unread in officers’ pigeonholes, but were read more carefully and made the basis of discussions with the men.65

  There was open hostility from some officers who believed that Bill Williams was filling his bulletins with leftist propaganda. Captain Henry Longhurst MP (previously with AA Command and later a distinguished golf correspondent for the Sunday Times) claimed that his decision to stand for Parliament as a Conservative was partly 

influenced by encountering ‘the insidious rubbish fed compulsorily to the soldiers by […] the left-wing Army Bureau of Current Affairs’.66 For those commanders imbued with the idea of an army built on unhesitating obedience, the introduction of debate threatened to turn well-trained soldiers into rebels. Many agreed with Winston Churchill that ABCA could weaken ‘that tempered discipline without which our armies can be no match for the highly trained forces of Germany’ and its discussion periods would ‘only provide opportunity for the professional grouser and agitator with a glib tongue’.67 

65 [Shebbeare], The Soldier Looks Ahead, pp.20-21.
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  The Prime Minister was responding to a group of Tory MPs who, aware of Williams’ political sympathies, were concerned that socialist propaganda would infiltrate the army. After viewing some early bulletins, Churchill told the War Office that he ‘did not approve of this system of encouraging political discussion in the Army’. He continued: ‘Discussions in which no controversy is desired are a farce. There cannot be controversy without prejudice to discipline. The only sound principle is “no politics in the Army.”’ He ended with the instruction to ‘wind up this business as quickly and decently as possible and set the persons concerned in it to useful work’.68 Adam and his colleagues, convinced that ABCA ought to be given a chance, quietly disregarded his order. 

  A sense of what could happen in these early days can be gleaned from an RAMC officer’s report to Mass Observation in November 1941 on his unit’s first eight weeks of ABCA. He observed that with most officers apathetic, only three were involved in ABCA training: the Major appointed as unit Education Officer (E.O.), a second Major, and a Captain. Two ABCA periods were held every week, each with around sixty men attending.69  
  With just three officers participating, and periods with sixty men at a time, the unit was not adhering to ABCA guidelines. These made it clear that every regimental officer would, at least once a week, gather his platoon round him and put forward some topic that kept his men in touch with current affairs.70 The platoon was the most appropriate unit as it provided ‘informality’, gave ‘a sense of community’, and brought home to every officer ‘the significance of his duty towards the mental welfare of his men’.71 This emphasis on the platoon implied that ABCA periods would involve thirty men at most and be led by subalterns. In this RAMC unit many men would be unfamiliar to the officer delivering the period, thus hindering them from getting to know one another.   
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  According to the Mass Observation report, the E.O. presented the topics from War while his two colleagues shared the Current Affairs briefs. Over the eight weeks the EO gave four talks: three on the campaign in the Western Desert and one on operations in Greece. He explained the desert war in elaborate detail, repeating all the points made in the bulletin. At the end of each period he added little pep talks of his own: on the cruelty of the German soldier, the cowardice of the Italians, and how discipline was the key to morale. Each talk lasted for about fifty minutes leaving just ten minutes for discussion. Clearly the E.O. was ignoring General Adam’s message that there should be ‘no propaganda, no long-winded lectures’.72

  Apparently, the first Current Affairs period, on America’s part in the war, was ‘very badly delivered, by a man who told us in his opening sentence that he knew very little about it indeed, and had too short notice to read up much. He constantly looked at the pamphlet, misread it, hesitated, paused alarmingly, and almost broke down.’ The next, on Russia, was just as poor with the officer leading the period starting with the words, “I must warn you that I know very little indeed about Russia. This has been sprung on me, and I will do my best to tell you what the little pamphlet says”.  The officer who talked on America reappeared to speak about the strategic importance of oil. This time he knew even less about his subject having been unable to read his bulletin in advance. The fourth period, which should have been on food in the war, was cancelled as the designated officer was ill.73
  Given the lack of preparation by the officers leading the Current Affairs periods, it was predictable that the ensuing discussions would spiral out of control. In the hour-long session on America, the officer spoke for about twenty minutes before ‘the meeting degenerated into an argument led by three or four members of the audience’, who ‘were very anti-American’. During the debate ‘Russia was brought in, the war situation was discussed, American opinion was said to be slow and asleep’. The next period on Russia was rowdy and argumentative, with two or three individuals ‘of leftist views’ again monopolising the discussion. They attacked the bulletin’s author, Sir Bernard Pares, as anti-Soviet and anti-Communist and debated ‘the English system and the Communist system’. For forty minutes the period 
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73 Ibid., pp. 6-7.

became more and more heated till everyone was dismissed’. Some soldiers said that they enjoyed these debates, particularly when they became passionate. Others disagreed, with one man complaining, “I don’t like no bloody argument. I couldn’t get to sleep, and I got no fags”.74 The two officers appeared unable to control their discussion periods which quickly degenerated into squabbles dominated by a small number of highly opinionated soldiers, giving some credence to Churchill’s concerns about ‘professional grousers’. 

  It was reported that over the course of the eight weeks, chaotic debate combined with tedious and ill-prepared talks brought about a change in attitude. Initially there was little resistance to attending ABCA with the men joking, “Come on, let’s go and get educated”, accompanied with smiles and laughter. The E.O.’s periods began to elicit lukewarm comments such as, “Oh it’s all right, but it’s just like them to talk about victories, out of date at that.” However, his pep talks became highly unpopular with the men resenting being talked to like children. “A lot of bullshit.” “Who wants to know about all this tripe, morale and that.”75

  Unsurprisingly, the men preferred the rowdy Current Affairs debates to the E.O.’s long-windedness on War. Nevertheless, the former also came in for increasing criticism. After the first period one soldier said, “Oh, I enjoyed it. But why not get somebody who knows something [to] give a talk.” After the second, another was more blunt: “It wan’t bad. But why do they bloody talk about what they know fuck all about?”.76

  It was the talk on ‘Oil’ that finally changed the mood. This was so bad that the majority were bored stiff throughout and at least four men were asleep for most of the time. No one could be bothered to ask questions at the end. Reaction was now entirely negative: “Fancy getting me from my bloody work to hear that.” “Too pathetic for words, but there you are.”77 
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2.6. ABCA established.  
After six months ABCA was, according to Stephen Watts, ‘adjudged to be a success, whatever the man in the ranks (or his officer) may have thought about it, and we began to grow. All the main lines of our operation were set and, under the strong but light-reined hand of Bill Williams, everything was running smoothly’.78 

  Some units, however, continued to prioritize almost all other activity over ABCA.  War observed that there was a ‘minority – particularly training units and units whose men are widely scattered, or whose work is not of a strictly military nature – who, in a conscientious attempt to fulfil their exacting syllabuses, ignore ABCA altogether or make spasmodic attempts to use it when a particular topic interests them’.79 An infantry company whose ABCA training ‘had been cut down by priority digging’ was cited as an example. Its training sessions had suffered when ‘it would have been easy to take half an hour out of a day’s digging for ABCA’. It was dryly pointed out that ‘people who have done this find the effect on the digging [to be] nothing but favourable’.80 
  Furthermore, ABCA was well aware that many officers struggled to deliver training in line with its guidelines. In April 1942 War asked, ‘Are you Guilty?’ and drew attention to reports from ABCA staff officers on errors made during ABCA periods. It reproached regimental officers who gave ‘dismal and disastrous’ talks filled with far too much detail; who talked ‘above the men’s heads’ or who conversely treated their men ‘kindly, but as though they were children and talked accordingly’.81
  The bulletins provided officers with little guidance on how to adapt the ABCA period to suit the various levels of educational attainment found amongst the citizen-soldiers (as discussed in chapter one). There was no follow-up, for example, to the suggestion in Comrades in Arms that the ‘well-educated few’ could help to encourage discussion. Possibly this was provided during on-the-spot instruction and included on short courses, but may have come too late for some officers.
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  However, more training and support was gradually put in place. In August 1942 the first ABCA Handbook appeared as ‘a manual designed for the guidance of all officers in the conduct of talks and discussions on current affairs’.82 ABCA staff officers were appointed to act as ‘travelling missionaries’ providing help and advice.83 Their job involved staging demonstrations on how to run ABCA sessions; organizing officers’ attendance on group-leading courses; and helping units with information rooms and reference libraries.84  ABCA officers could not reach everyone and help was sought from AEC instructors and civilian lecturers. Both groups were reluctant to get involved. The CAC and the Regional Committees felt sidelined having not been consulted over ABCA’s introduction, although this did not prevent them from arguing that ABCA would fail unless regimental officers were replaced by people competent in leading discussions.85 Nonetheless, by the summer of 1942 AEC and civilian instructors were providing on-the-spot training in discussion techniques and running short courses for officers. Eighty-three such courses were held during the first six months of 1942, and early in 1943 a new school was established at Coleg Harlech in North Wales to provide more intensive training in ABCA methods.86 
  As time went on, the majority of regimental officers came to accept that the ABCA periods allowed them to get to know their men better and also provided an opportunity for soldiers to ‘let off steam’. A survey conducted among 5,000 soldiers in transit camps and convalescent depots in late 1943 revealed that ABCA was being carried out with complete success in sixty percent of all units in Britain, and adequately in another ten percent. If this one-off survey genuinely represented the situation across the army, then over one million men and women were participating in current affairs discussions.87
  Women were included in ABCA training from the start. Although always governed by the needs of the male army, ATS numbers expanded rapidly from just over 36,000 in 1940 to a maximum of 212,500 in 1943. This allowed women to take on roles such as clerks, drivers, mechanics, storekeepers, and telephonists, freeing more men for 
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front line work. Somewhat controversially, women served alongside men as spotters and radar operators on AA sites, although only men were allowed to fire the guns.88 ABCA made it clear that because much auxiliary work seemed remote from the job of actually winning the war, it was important that women should be reminded of the issues at stake and be shown that their contribution was vital to the war effort.89 Officially the ABCA training structure applied as much to the ATS as to the men, but, in practice, many women were refused permission to hold current affairs discussions  during duty hours and most ATS periods were delivered on a voluntary basis during evening leisure time. Initially it was reported that ATS women ‘knew nothing, and cared less, for current affairs’, but by 1944 the standard of discussion amongst the auxiliaries had considerably improved and they were demanding that a far wider range of subjects be included in their ABCA periods.90 

  ABCA may have become more established but scepticism amongst the troops remained hard to breakdown. After participating in current affairs discussions, one soldier concluded that ‘getting the English worked up enough to defend democracy was an uphill task, as the average soldier appeared to have only three basic interests: football, beer and crumpet’.91 Conversely another conscript, Ray Sinclair, stationed near Canterbury, remembered that during his training there was lively discussion on the course of the war and how it was being fought, with lots of questions raised on what type of country Britain would be when the war was over. He believed that these debates allowed his fellow soldiers to form opinions, political and otherwise, that would survive long after the war ended.92 

  Some debates went beyond ‘lively discussion’. Sinclair recalled that in his unit ‘there were some very radical people on both sides of the political spectrum’. On one occasion he had to:    

Break up a fight between a True Blue Conservative who firmly believed in "the rich man in his castle and the poor man at his gate" who took umbrage at what a 
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very communist leaning squaddie from Glasgow was saying and who also was ready for chopping the heads off of all the landed gentry when the "The Workers" took over. He was also always heckling the Education Corps Officer on "Home Rule for Scotland" and why Scotland was always being exploited by the English. There was always some banter from the rest us mostly good-natured, (but not fit to print here unfortunately) when he started to speak on this subject.93 

  Despite the increased participation in current affairs training, it is doubtful if soldiers attended every ABCA period as ABCA training was easily shelved in favour of other duties. A constant cross-posting of personnel added to the confusion. S. P.  MacKenzie, in his study Politics and Military Morale, records the erratic contact that a Private Scholes had with ABCA during his four years of service at home and overseas:   

In his first nine months with a signals training regiment in Lancashire ‘some attempt was made to run ABCA but it was often shelved in favour of additional training’. In a subsequent four-month period spent with a field training regiment there was no ABCA at all, while at Scholes’ next posting at a Royal Engineer Training Centre in Wales the scheme was carried out to the letter. ‘We enjoyed one session every week without fail. If it was not possible to have it according to programme something else was shelved in favour of ABCA’. Posted for the following nine months to a General Survey Unit based in Scotland, he again encountered no ABCA […] at all, a situation that continued during his subsequent service with an airborne unit HQ on Salisbury Plain, a tunnelling company in Burma, and a survey unit in India.94
  Despite these challenges, ABCA was now a familiar part of army education. A photograph, taken in late 1942, shows Bill Williams meeting with his senior staff to discuss Map Review, a new ABCA publication [Fig. 2.4].  Williams had made it clear from the outset that ABCA would look for ways to develop its range of publications
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Fig. 2.4. Bill Williams (in civilian attire, seated at desk) discusses Map Review with his staff, October 1942. The others in the picture are not identified.  
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and techniques, declaring it would ‘follow the principle of those manufacturers of popular bookcases whose aim is to provide, on a composite basis, a piece of furniture which is always complete but never finished’.95  
  A part of the Bureau’s ‘bookcase’ encouraged the establishment of an ‘Information Room’ or ‘ABCA Room’ at larger units, with at least an ‘ABCA Alcove’ or ‘ABCA Corner’ in all other units. This area was intended to serve as an information hub containing timetables, maps, magazines, pictures, charts, and news cuttings, all displayed to give a dramatic impact. Men who ‘wandered in’ to look up train times or check the local cinema programme, would be tempted by ‘well-planned’ displays to linger and make discoveries about world affairs.96
95 Current Affairs in the Army, p.6.

96 ABCA Handbook (1943), pp.19-20.

  Central to any Information Room was a ’wall newspaper’ best displayed on a wood panel about ten feet long by four feet high. For ABCA the primary aim of a wall newspaper was to reinforce the main points from the most recent discussion, but soldiers were also encouraged to submit their own contributions. Officers were supposed to edit the paper, although they were urged to get as many men as possible to participate, allow them to express their opinions freely, and resist the temptation to edit their articles out of all recognition. According to ABCA, if the whole unit viewed the wall newspaper as ‘their paper’ then the editor would have ‘done a most useful piece of work in developing a first-class morale and fighting spirit’.97 
  ABCA acknowledged that ‘for a variety of reasons, troops soon lose touch with the news’. To counteract this, it recommended that Information Rooms should include a feature called ‘taping the news’. ‘Taping’ required newspaper cuttings to be laid out on a trestle table beneath a map pinned to the wall. From each cutting a piece of white tape ran to the point on the map to which that particular news item related. ABCA declared that as long as the display was renewed daily, then there was ‘no more economical or more vivid method of calling the men’s attention to the more prominent items in the day’s news’.98
  Maps and posters formed a key part of any Information Room display. The ABCA Handbook stated that: 

In any exposition of current affairs, a map is not only valuable but usually cannot be done without. A number of men do not take in very much through their ears, and a map is a visual aid to what is going on in the world. It gives them some idea of the realities of war to lay alongside the nonsense they have picked up through misreading “our military expert”.99
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  Both War and Current Affairs included maps that officers were encouraged to use during ABCA periods, but only by carrying ‘the shape they needed in their head and sketching it out boldly in front of their audience’. Few officers seemed confident to follow this advice as, on 8 November 1942, ABCA published its first poster-sized Map Review, ‘designed to orientate the news to the map and to promote interest in current affairs by seeing as distinct from hearing’.100 The front of Map Review was almost a printed version of taping the news. The upper half consisted of a coloured world map marked to call attention to outstanding events in the progress of the war; and in the lower half these events were briefly summarized and illustrated by appropriate photographs and diagrams. The reverse side displayed either a pictorial study, such as ‘The Infinite Variety of the USSR’, or a full-size map covering, for example, the ‘Tunisian Battlefield’.101 The reverse was not exhibited until receipt of the next fortnightly issue, thus providing an extended display in the Information Room. 
  The first Map Reviews were designed by Abram Games who had been assigned to the War Office Public Relations Directorate as a poster artist. In early 1943 ABCA commissioned Games to design a set of posters entitled ‘Your Britain - Fight For It Now’. The first four, drawn by Games’ assistant Frank Newbould, depicted images of an idealized pastoral Britain, probably far removed from the country many soldiers knew. The next three, designed by Games himself, were very different. Dealing with education, housing, and health, each poster provided a visual reinforcement to the themes of post-war reconstruction under discussion in Current Affairs. Each poster featured examples of the best in social and progressive architecture, contrasting these with the realities of pre-war life. The poster dealing with health depicted a rickety child playing in a dank yard with ‘disease’ and ‘neglect’ scrawled graffiti-like on crumbling walls, with death symbolized by a crooked gravestone in a corner. Superimposed on this image of squalor was the façade of Finsbury Health Centre, an ultra-modern building designed by Berthold Lubetkin and completed in 1938 [Fig. 2.5].102
100 ABCA Handbook (1943), pp.16-20. 
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Fig. 2.5. Abram Games’ controversial poster for ABCA, ‘Your Britain – Fight For It Now (Health Centre)’.
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  This poster was shown to the Prime Minister, who was incensed. Churchill described it as ‘a disgraceful libel on the conditions prevailing in Great Britain before the war’, and ordered an inquiry into ABCA’s activities.103 The subsequent investigation cleared the Bureau of any wrongdoing, but Churchill could not resist a parting shot. ‘Every effort should be used to prevent extra time, money, and military personnel being absorbed in these activities. […] Above all, no man fit to fight should be drawn into this organization, and the utmost vigilance must be used to correct the tendency of all such bodies to magnify themselves and their numbers.’104 
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  Although ABCA escaped unharmed from another encounter with Britain’s decidedly unsympathetic leader, its poster did not. Games himself had to sign the order to pulp the offending item and verify that all distributed copies had been destroyed. Only a few artists’ proofs were saved.105 
  Wall newspapers, Map Review, posters and information displays all helped to compensate for the relatively few images in ABCA bulletins. They were introduced to officers as ‘methods of pictorialising [sic.] ABCA’ so as to help soldiers learn more about the issues they would be called upon to discuss.106 Soldiers would have become familiar with the pictorial presentation of information in the inter-war period when gravure printing combined with photojournalism led to the introduction of  popular illustrated magazines such as Picture Post, launched in 1938. During the war, however, the army’s utilization of visual images lagged behind their burgeoning use in civilian print culture. The Ministry of Information’s publications, for example, ‘used strikingly modern graphic design to maximise impact’ with ‘images […] as important as text’. They were also produced in huge numbers. From 1941, the MOI printed two illustrated magazines: ‘War in Pictures with a print run of about 450,000 – 500,000 copies a month’, and ‘Neptune, a magazine focusing on the activities of the British armed services and their allies, commonly printed in runs of 500,000 to 600,000 copies a month’. In addition, the Ministry’s ‘output of titles in the ‘Official War Books’ series […] ( which included Battle of Britain and Bomber Command) had, by March 1944, reached over 23 million copies’.107
  Although many MOI publications were on sale for between sixpence and one shilling with discounts for purchasing multiple copies, there is no evidence that the army ever bought the Ministry’s products in bulk. As the army had many calls on its resources and was producing its own literature, it would have been loath to spend on material primarily aimed at a civilian audience.  Individual soldiers may have acquired MOI pamphlets but, as we shall see in chapter five, when they spent sixpence on something to read it was, more often than not, a paperback novel. 
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2.7. The British Way and Purpose (BWP).

ABCA had shown that compulsory non-military education could be an integral part of army training. The AEC now sensed their opportunity for, as Stephen Watts observed, ABCA’s growth ‘had an unfortunate result. […] The officers of the AEC, of which I had never previously heard, began to move in on us. Here was a Good Thing, they had obviously decided.’108

  In April 1942 the Inspector of the AEC, Brigadier C. G. Maude, outlined his plan for an extended Scheme of Education for the army: a system of compulsory indoor training which would replace outdoor exercises in the coming winter. His proposal was approved and, on 24 July 1942, the first ‘Winter Scheme of Education’ was announced to take place between November 1942 and February 1943 as a boost to morale during the fourth winter of the war.109
  For the four months as many units as possible would devote three hours of training time each week to subjects of military value, vocational work, and to ‘such subjects as the chief phases of English life and government and the history and background of the allied nations’. These sessions would be in addition to the ABCA periods.110 Discretion was to be given to commanding officers on how to use the hour on military topics, taking into account the particular needs of their units. During the vocational hour, men pursuing a programme of professional study or a correspondence course could be allowed to work privately. For the larger numbers who had no formal programme to follow, some form of organised activity such as general lectures, brains trusts, or debates, were to be arranged, although more solitary activities such as private reading or playing chess were also allowed.111

  The final hour was designed to educate soldiers as citizens through lectures and discussions on the British way of life, the British Empire and Britain’s relations to her Allies. This training need grew from comments by ABCA officers that an ignorance of British history and society was undermining the effectiveness of their current affairs 
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discussions. It was clear that many soldiers lacked an understanding of the basic nature of British society and were completely ignorant of their country’s history and institutions.112 John Burgon Bickersteth, the new Director of Army Education, announced that ‘these talks should have the vitally important aim of driving home what we and our Allies are fighting for, as well as our responsibilities as citizens of a democratic country, and as members of the British Commonwealth of Nations’.113 

  As no existing textbook covering the broad topic of ‘citizenship’ was deemed suitable, it was decided to produce standardized briefs for instructors on this part of the Scheme. These duly appeared as a series of booklets with the overall title The British Way and Purpose (usually abbreviated to BWP). They were written by a variety of civilian experts but edited within the Directorate of Army Education by Major R. L. Marshall, a former Commonwealth Fellow at Yale and Scottish Office civil servant.114 

  The first BWP booklet, issued in November 1942, set out the arrangements for the ‘citizenship hour’:  

Four booklets will be put out […] to provide material for talks during the four months November-December, 1942 and January-February, 1943. Each booklet will have four chapters which, though self contained, will be related to a central subject, so that over any month the topics will form a connected pattern.115

  Booklet One covered what Britain was trying to preserve (freedom of speech, democratic institutions, and religious liberty), and then examined parliamentary government, local government, and law and justice [Fig. 2.6]. The second, published in December 1942, looked at ‘Britain at Work’, social services, education, and the ‘information services’: sources of news and the individual’s use of them. Booklet Three (January 1943) explored the British Empire, its Dominions and Colonies, with 
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Fig. 2.6. The British Way and Purpose. Booklet 1. Issued November 1942.  
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India given its own chapter. The final booklet (February 1943) considered Britain and its Allies (the USA, the USSR, and China) and the country’s place in a post-war world under the United Nations. 

  By January 1943 BWP was achieving success. The army morale report for November 1942 to January 1943 indicated that the citizenship hour had done much to counteract ignorance and restore the soldier’s confidence in the war effort. According to S. P. MacKenzie: ‘Senior commanders reported that BWP had assisted very materially in raising morale and quickening the men’s interests and alertness and even some commanding officers who initially had grave doubts and little enthusiasm for the programme began to admit that the results had exceeded their expectations.’116 Thus, in February 1943, while the ‘military’ and ‘vocational’ hours were dropped, it was agreed that the ‘citizenship’ hour would continue. 

  This decision led to the publication of further BWP booklets. A fifth, issued in March 1943, reviewed the material in the first four booklets and provided a short introductory course on citizenship for new recruits.  A second sequence of seven booklets, bearing the collective title ‘Report to the Nation’, was published between April and October 1943. These covered Britain’s resources and population (booklet six), the opportunities and obligations of a responsible citizen (seven), the world of work (eight), the urban and rural environment (nine), health (ten), education (eleven), and attitudes towards life and religion (twelve). A third series of six (issued December 1943 to May 1944) was entitled ‘Today and Tomorrow’. The first two reviewed war- time developments in various spheres of individual responsibility, examining ‘the family and neighbourhood’ (thirteen) and ‘people at work’ (fourteen). The final four focused on international affairs. ‘Britain in Europe’ (fifteen) mostly examined the future of Germany, while sixteen and seventeen again discussed the Empire and Colonies. Eighteen considered ways and means of ensuring peace in the post-war world, and brought the BWP sequence to an end. 

  These later booklets revisited in more detail topics already covered by the first four. Although the citizenship hour continued for the rest of the war, booklet eighteen declared that ‘your BWP scheme should have enough steam up now to carry on by 

116 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, pp.125-126. 

its own momentum, and from the eighteen booklets already issued you can easily draw enough fresh fuel to keep the steam up’.117 Therefore, once the first four booklets had appeared, BWP went on to reinforce and consolidate its core messages rather than adding ever more information. 

  BWP instructors could be regimental officers, NCOs, other ranks, or civilians. As many units had difficulty finding their own instructors, a good deal of BWP tuition was delivered by the AEC and civilian adult education tutors who attended short courses to familiarize themselves with BWP techniques.118 Instructors were given flexibility in the ways they presented BWP, as each booklet was designed to be the basis for a programme of talks and discussion over several weeks. The first booklet explained the process: 

Though instructors may use their own discretion in framing a course, possibly omitting certain chapters and emphasising others, each chapter is designed to serve as a basis for at least one talk and discussion. Discussion is important, for the course will be successful so far as it is an example as well as an exhortation to citizenship in action. But the talk is an essential preliminary to provide both the facts and the stimulus, to prevent either anaemic silence or mere irrelevance.119
  BWP booklets were written mostly by academics, with a smattering of journalists and a few specialists, such as the brigadier in charge of biological research for the army. In general their content was balanced and informative, although sometimes less anodyne than some may have wanted when BWP explored issues of social justice. Jonathan Fennell singles out the first booklet, written by A. D. K. Owen, Stevenson Lecturer in Citizenship at Glasgow University, as dealing directly with ‘the question animating the minds of the troops: “what are we fighting for.”’120 The booklet ‘covered what Britain was trying to preserve – freedom of speech, democratic institutions, and religious liberty and so on – and what Britain was up against in terms 
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of the Nazi world view’. Owen, however, ‘went beyond listing the traditional values of British society and touched on the question of a better life after the war: what the nation was fighting to create rather than just protect’.121 Fennell notes that ‘although the booklet was explicitly apolitical’, it was ‘unmistakably radical in its proposals’ for changes in the distribution of wealth, in the provision of education and social services, and in the creation of new opportunities.122

  There was some criticism of BWP publications from the CAC. They felt that some booklets laid too much stress on a hopeful post-war future without facing up to the real difficulties and controversial questions that would inevitably occur. Particular criticism was levelled at booklets sixteen and seventeen dealing with the Empire and the Colonies. Here it was thought that both volumes ignored fundamental but controversial issues, such as the colour bar, and that their general tone was so one-sided and unbalanced as to come close to propaganda.123
  BWP booklets could also descend into the sort of hyperbole or chauvinism that might alienate the citizen-soldier. Dull chapters sometimes included passages of high-flown rhetoric in an attempt to encourage instructors to inspire their audiences. For instance, a particularly heavy and detailed survey of the Dominions by Vincent Harlow ended with, ‘in the hour of adversity the British Commonwealth of Nations stood like a rock – alone against triumphant enemies; and by standing in that supreme crisis it made the gathering of the United Nations possible.’124
  When it came to the enemy, any attempt at even-handedness was abandoned. For example, passages displayed a high degree of self-congratulation about British as opposed to German values: 

There is no doubt that there is a streak in the German make-up which makes them willing to obey orders which no self-respecting Britisher, whether soldier or civilian, would execute – even supposing any Britisher in authority were brutal 

121 MacKenzie, Politics and Military Morale, p.121

122 Fennell, Fighting the People’s War, pp.376-377.

123 N. Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p. 59.

124 BWP3, The Growth of Empire, (1943), p.27.

enough to hand them down. [...] We can feel pretty sure that it would be very hard to find anyone on our side who would knowingly carry out such an order, whatever might be coming to him if he disobeyed.125
  Major T. H. Hawkins and L. J. F. Brimble, in Adult Education: The Record of the British Army, acknowledge that such instances of officious urging raised suspicions amongst the troops as to ‘the true purpose of BWP’, with ‘instructors greeted with, “You were told to come and say this, weren’t you?”’. However, they maintain that suspicions were gradually overcome once ‘the men realised that the instructor had come to inform and discuss and not indoctrinate’. Where an instructor displayed bias, ‘he was usually warmly assailed by a member of the group who held opposing political ideas’. One tutor reported that he had no difficulty in getting discussions going and that his weekly visits were ‘readily and warmly welcomed’.126
  ABCA admitted that ‘to a casual observer’ its activities might have appeared to overlap with BWP. This, however, was a misconception arising from both producing ‘pamphlets on World Affairs’. The outstanding difference was one of method rather than topic:

The bulletins issued by ABCA are intended to be put across by the Regimental Officer; the more detailed booklets issued under the BWP imprint constitute a syllabus to be worked out by Unit Instructors, Regional Committee Lecturers, [and] AEC personnel. ABCA is the basic ration in training in Current Affairs; BWP provides a fuller, more balanced diet. ABCA is informal in method; BWP is more systematic. If this distinction is observed it will be seen that the two schemes are complementary and not competitive.127

  Nobody seemed to question why ‘basic rations’ were still needed when a ‘fuller diet’ was available. Clearly, vested interests played a part in keeping both programmes running, but as ABCA continued to provide an opportunity for officers to get to know their men presumably it was still seen as worthwhile.
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2.8. ABCA and BWP overseas.

ABCA training was introduced to some units overseas within four months of the Bureau’s inauguration. Growth abroad, however, was patchy and while some troops benefited almost immediately, others had to wait for more than a year. In December 1941 the first ABCA bulletins were sent to Egypt where they were reprinted as from the ‘Middle East Branch’ of ABCA. This was a pretence as ABCA officers never served abroad and the ‘Branch’ was simply part of the AEC. The first Middle East edition of Current Affairs appeared on 19 December followed by War on 26 December, establishing the usual fortnightly pattern. 
   Current Affairs arrived in India in January 1943 when the local Directorate of Welfare and Amenities issued bulletins both for British troops (with the suffix B.T. after the issue number), and Indian troops, (similarly marked I.T.). Starting late, the Current Affairs (B.T.) bulletins ignored the earlier British editions and began reprinting those produced from the end of 1942.  Current Affairs (I.T.) were made up of two similar sections, one in English and one in Roman Urdu, debating questions about the war through methods suited to Indian troops. One issue, for example, featured a short play in Urdu in which a British Captain and an Indian officer debated ‘Why are we fighting?’128    

  Army education overseas came under the one umbrella of the AEC, allowing the resources of ABCA and BWP to be used to better effect.  Bulletins and booklets did not slavishly adhere to British content, as the AEC had little hesitation in altering them to suit local conditions. The Middle East version of Sir Wilson Jameson’s article on ‘The Nation’s Health’, for instance, had an added feature on the ‘Health of Troops in the Middle East’.129 A bulletin unique to India, ‘Indian Background’, was ‘compiled to give a background of fact’ before ‘the complex subject of India’ was tackled in BWP Booklet Three.130 And, when bulletins failed to arrive from Britain, the AEC had no hesitation in using excerpts from BWP booklets. In the Middle East, for example, Current Affairs for 14 May 1943 reprinted the chapter ‘What is at Stake’, from BWP Booklet One. 
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  BWP periods in India were organized differently to Britain with ‘the men reading the current pamphlet before proceeding to discussions on it’. Local instructors claimed that this allowed BWP discussions to be ‘more lively, informed and sustained’ leading to an ‘intensified interest which British soldiers took in home affairs’. Hawkins and Brimble claimed that these Indian hours ‘proved a powerful stimulant to discussions on the past, present and future of Britain’.131 
  Army education abroad was not limited to ABCA and BWP. The censorship summaries from North Africa and the Middle East noted that the future of Britain was of great interest to the troops, and that one of the most popular lectures given by the AEC was on the Beveridge Report. Here, AEC speakers gave around forty talks per week to audiences ranging from five to five hundred men on topics such as ‘the Soldier’s Vote’ and ‘Full Employment’. In total, the team addressed 538 groups, comprising over 21,000 troops in Tunisia alone, a contribution which, according to the censors, was much appreciated.132
  During service overseas, participation in current affairs discussions and citizenship hours tended to fall dramatically or disappear altogether, especially during operations. As already noted, Private Scholes never participated in ABCA discussions during his time in Burma and India. Ray Sinclair observed that: ‘Once we went on active service we never again had the ABCA lectures.’133 S. P. MacKenzie points out that in units abroad the primary tasks of preparing for and engaging in battle took up most of the time available, and officers and men on operations were often psychologically incapable of moving quickly from the intensity of the front line to the level of composure needed for effective current affairs discussion.134 
  In 1943 it was reported that in North Africa only thirty percent of units were running ABCA discussions regularly with forty-five percent doing so when they could.135 Although ABCA ‘was well received by field force units’, it evoked ‘little enthusiasm’ in ‘base units’. Two commanding officers of ‘big base units’, working ‘at high pressure in 
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the days before [the battle of] El Alamein’ insisted that ‘their job was production’ and that there was ‘no time for superfluities’. They eventually relented, allowing ‘the men in their workshops to discuss current events for half an hour each week in working hours’.136
  Participation was not helped by a scarcity of bulletins. In March 1943 units in the Middle East were reminded that ABCA publications were distributed on a scale of ‘one copy to each regiment, battalion, company, squadron or battery, plus issues to formation HQs’.137 On 30 April ‘a considerably increased scale of issue for ABCA publications’ was announced. The new distribution aimed to provide ‘one copy of each number of Current Affairs and War to every fifty officers and other ranks’. ‘Appropriate allotments’ had been ‘accurately’ worked out ‘for all units with fixed establishments’, and it was anticipated that ‘discrepancies’ would only arise ‘in the case of units […] of fluctuating strengths such as Hospitals and Base Depots, for which a flat issue has been made based on average requirements’.138  

  Even as distribution improved, it is doubtful if every officer overseas received a regular bulletin and given the difficulties of holding effective ABCA periods and BWP hours while on active service, the delivery of education abroad often depended on the availability of the AEC and other trained instructors.  

2.9. Assessing ABCA and BWP.

In the immediate post-war period opinion was divided on the success or otherwise of ABCA and BWP. Hawkins and Brimble, writing in 1947, were certain that: ‘ABCA and BWP were genuine attempts to make the soldier aware not only of his rights but also his responsibilities as a citizen. No one connected with these schemes was ever in doubt about the real need for them or about the success they achieved.’139 
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  Conversely, N. Scarlyn Wilson in Education in the Forces, 1939-46 (1948) thought that with both ABCA and BWP ‘the work was patchy. It could not be otherwise. But in the good areas it represented a positive gain; while where the soil was already barren conditions were not made worse.’ He continued: 

The effects of the BWP scheme cannot be accurately calculated. Any estimate must be purely speculative. When the instructor was competent and enthusiastic, he could hold the attention of his hearers, impart a good deal of information, get the members of his group to think for themselves and draw them out in discussion. Where he was insufficiently informed and dull, none of these results could be brought about.140
These comments could also apply to ABCA. A citizenship hour or an ABCA period was only as good as the person running it. 
  Scarlyn Wilson’s remark about not being able to calculate BWP’s impact accurately applies to ABCA overall as the Bureau never systematically collected information on its progress. Hawkins and Brimble confirmed that: ‘In order that ABCA discussions could be organized in the most unpretentious surroundings in the most informal way at the most appropriate times, no official ABCA “returns” were asked for.’141

  Conveniently, it was left to surveys of unit activity by ABCA officers to report that at least sixty percent of units were operating ABCA satisfactorily, with more optimistic reports putting the figure at over eighty percent. Seemingly subalterns were proving far more responsive and adaptable to the scheme than some had feared, and unit discipline had not been undermined. Visitors to ABCA periods had come across the most spirited controversies with no loss of discipline and no aftermath of discontent and dissatisfaction.142 Such conclusions should be treated with caution, however, as officers and NCOs could easily be persuaded to tell the War Office what they thought it wanted to hear. AEC Sergeant John Burgess Wilson (later to become well-known
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as the novelist and writer Anthony Burgess) was encouraged to inflate tenfold the weekly figure for the number of educational sessions he arranged. He discovered that ‘what was wanted was a lying report for forwarding to the War Office, amalgamated with other reports and boiled down to statistics which would impress’.143
  In all of this ambivalence one thing was certain: as publications the ABCA bulletins were a great achievement. The freewheeling journalism of War was well-written and accessible. The weightier Current Affairs was mostly interesting and engaging, though occasionally stodgy. Much of this was the work of Bill Williams who had worn two hats as a civilian: one as an educationalist; the other as a publisher’s advisor. At the War Office, his vision and drive was focused more on publishing with ABCA producing a never-ending stream of bulletins, maps and posters. 

  Sadly, as an educationalist, Williams appeared to lose touch with the needs of the regimental officer. He asked them to follow a relentless weekly schedule which most struggled to fulfil. Working in the army as a civilian Williams may have expected more from officers, and not realized the pressures that most laboured under. Consequently many went into ABCA periods seriously unprepared. With many officers already predisposed to a style of leadership that favoured obedience over open discussion, their inept implementation of ABCA techniques meant that any rapport with the men could be hard to come by. This would have mattered less if the bulletins had been read by everyone, but, in general, recipients of ABCA training were listeners rather than readers.
  With his experience in adult education, it is surprising that Williams did not allow officers to build up a body of knowledge by focusing his publications around some key themes.  Using his analogy of a composite bookcase, it may have been better to consolidate the bookcase’s core structure rather than be forever expanding it. Williams’ shrewdness in the world of cultural bureaucracy enabled ABCA to survive and flourish in the competitive atmosphere of army education, but his penchant for
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setting the broad agenda while leaving others to fill in the details allowed his organization to constantly expand without keeping proper focus. Hence, the AEC was able to take advantage and introduce its own, more condensed, scheme using just eighteen BWP booklets to continually reinforce and consolidate the core arguments around the citizenship hour.

  With these caveats, it is easy to forget how innovative ABCA and BWP training was. Discussion in the army had never been attempted on this scale before, and both schemes attempted to overturn decades of received wisdom that the only good soldier was one who obeyed orders without question. Maybe these programmes could have achieved more, but to produce so much in wartime conditions was a feat in itself. At the very least, ABCA and BWP provided the citizen-soldiers with a break from their daily routine of drudgery and drill. At their best, as Ray Sinclair suggests, they provided the citizen-soldiers with the means to understand the progress of the war, consider the shape of post-war Britain and, perhaps, become a little more reconciled to their service in the British Army.

  The aural methods of ABCA and BWP could be an inefficient way of transmitting information. We saw in the report of the early days of ABCA in the RAMC how soldiers could be turned off by inept instruction and, as The Soldier’s Welfare noted, news heard did not have ‘the same lasting impression on the mind as the printed word’. An alternative was to provide newspapers to keep the troops in touch with current affairs as, ‘without a good supply of printed news, false rumours [were] likely to spread’.144 The next chapter will examine how newspapers allowed soldiers to read about current events and discover facts for themselves. 
144 The Soldier’s Welfare, (1944), p.26.

3. Informing the citizen-soldier: Newspapers, news-bulletins and magazines, 1939-1944. 

According to Jonathan Fennell in his study of morale in the Eighth Army, rumour played a significant role in shaping the soldier’s grasp of what was happening. On front lines in particular ‘rumours of the most amazing character’ could appear. Some were ‘from their nature, depressing’; others were ‘so optimistic’ that when ‘time proved them untrue’, their non fulfilment led to ‘depression’.1 Captain Warwick Charlton, the editor of Eighth Army News, described such rumours as ‘the dry-rot of an Army’s fighting morale’ and ‘an enemy which had to be beaten’.2

  On 16 January 1943 ‘rumour’ was the theme for the week’s ABCA discussion period. The topic was introduced in Current Affairs by Rosemary Pritchard, a psychiatrist researching the psychology of rumour at Harvard University. Pritchard defined a rumour as ‘a story, passed from mouth to mouth, which purports to give certain facts or information, but for which, in reality there is no evidence other than hearsay’.3 However, these innocuous words concealed the truth that in wartime, rumour presaged stories that could readily undermine the soldier’s morale. 
  Pritchard identified four kinds of rumour. The ‘bogy rumour’ suggested that something awful had happened or was about to happen, while its exact opposite, the ‘wish rumour’ hinted that something desirable had or was about to take place. The third kind, the ‘wedge-drive rumour’, was ‘of the whispering-campaign variety’. The wedge-drive was ‘particularly mischievous’ as it was designed to breed ‘distrust and suspicion when unity and solidarity are of the greatest importance’. It bred, for instance, stories about sections of the community who were not pulling their weight, or about leaders whose inadequacies were leading to disaster. The fourth type, the ‘scapegoat rumour’, was a variation on the wedge-driving rumour. It tended to occur after some reverse or defeat and expressed a desire to find an excuse or culprit for failure.4  
1 Fennell, Combat and Morale, p.158.

2 Warwick Charlton, ‘Army newspapers and the BBC’, Radio Times, 5 January, 1945, p.7.
3 Rosemary Pritchard, ‘Rumour’, Current Affairs, 16 January 1943, p.3.

4 Ibid., pp.3- 4.

  The Germans were adept at using wedge-drive rumours to sow discord amongst their enemies. In particular, the broadcasts of William Joyce (Lord Haw-Haw) on German propaganda radio, presented a serious challenge to British morale. Joyce was exceptionally entertaining, attacking the British upper classes and making fun of Winston Churchill. He drew a large audience and his stories were widely believed.  The War Office told the BBC that they had received ‘a disturbing amount [sic.] of reports […] which indicate that the Hamburg broadcasts in English are becoming a definite factor affecting public morale in this country’.5
  The Ministry of Information film, ‘The Story of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs’, dramatised how scapegoat rumours spread after Dunkirk when it showed four soldiers speculating on a ‘secret weapon’ that supposedly enabled Hitler to ‘clean up in France’. One soldier wearily concluded: ‘Fat lot anybody knows, except the stuff they tell you. We don’t know anything, chum.’ The scene faded to voice-over: ‘Talk – rumour - everywhere men were seeking for the truth. But doubt and rumour cannot be dispelled without knowledge of the facts.’6
  The film implied that ABCA periods would provide soldiers with the true facts. However, the Bureau’s approach was not always effective if rumours were to be countered promptly. War would only interpret and clarify the facts, once assembled, while Current Affairs articles focused on specific issues (see chapter two). In reality, the rapid news cycle of newspapers and news-bulletins offered a more immediate way of contradicting stories before fictions infiltrated soldiers’ minds. Charlton declared that his newspaper provided the troops with ‘the facts’ and ‘set out to kill rumour’ using ‘the BBC for world news and intelligence sources for local battle news’.7

  Newsworthy facts, however, were only a part of a newspaper’s content. British papers offered opinion and comment on current events in leading articles and signed columns. They also entertained readers with regular features, such as letters to the
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editor, sports reporting, film and theatre gossip, gardening hints, crosswords, and strip cartoons. All of them could carry messages relating to rumours.8

  In Britain the troops depended on the British Press to provide them with news, but overseas, with English-language newspapers rarely available, the army produced its own. Their introduction, though, could be patchy with each General Officer Commanding (GOC) being left to decide whether or not a paper was beneficial for his command. These army papers were edited by journalists who, having previously worked on British newspapers, included opinion and features alongside news which drew occasional criticism, particularly from politicians in Britain. 

  Given the significance of rumour as an influence on army morale it would be reasonable to assume that providing soldiers with authoritative newspapers to read would be a priority. However, I will argue that this was rarely the case. In Britain the rhythms and values of army life, together with wartime restrictions imposed on newspapers, discouraged soldiers from taking an active interest in the news. Overseas the impact of army newspapers was diluted by paper shortages and distribution difficulties meaning that many soldiers could not regularly read one. This chapter begins with an assessment of the relationship between the Press and troops stationed in Britain. It then proceeds to a detailed examination of army newspaper provision overseas, including supply and distribution, the impact on readers, the military authorities who sponsored them, and the controversies sometimes engendered. Where newspapers were non-existent it discusses how the information void could be filled by news-bulletins, wall newspapers, and unit magazines. Finally, the chapter looks toward D-Day and the start of a new phase when news-bulletins were developed for an entire Army Group.
8 MOA, File report 470, Chapter 2, pp.2-5.
3.1. Citizen-soldiers and the British Press.
As civilians, the new citizen-soldiers had been habitual newspaper readers. In 1940 Mass Observation reported that of some 40 million individuals over eighteen in Britain, only a tiny minority had never read or seen a newspaper.9 The British were known to be the world’s most avid consumers of news and it was estimated that a morning paper was taken by the vast majority of families, an evening paper was read by half, and there were very few homes without a Sunday paper, with perhaps a third taking two or more.10

  This demand was met by a Press that consisted of some 1,650 newspapers and 3,000 periodicals. There were eleven national daily newspapers, with a joint circulation of over 10.8 million, and eleven Sundays, all published either in London (Fleet Street) or Manchester. Then there were eighty-two regional evening papers, led by the influential London Evening Standard, and a host of provincial and local papers.11
  Different papers attracted different readers. ‘Quality’ papers such as The Times, Daily Telegraph, Manchester Guardian, and Sunday Times sold to the better off and better educated, while the mass-circulation ‘popular’ papers such as the Daily Mirror, Daily Sketch, Daily Express, and News of the World catered to a less well-educated, usually lower-income public. Sections of the popular press sold themselves as pictorial papers with the Daily Mirror, in particular, boosting its circulation through an abundant use of pictures.12

  During the war, sales figures for the national dailies rose from 10.8 million to 15.5 million copies a day.13 Newsprint rationing meant that additional sales could only be achieved through a drastic reduction in a newspaper’s size. The Germans cut off newsprint imports from Scandinavia, while supplies from Canada were lost to enemy
9 MOA, File report 470, Introduction, p. 4. 
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action in the Atlantic. In 1938 newspapers and magazines had used up to 22,000 tons of newsprint weekly, but by February 1943, with significant rationing in place, only 4,320 tons were available.14
  From May 1940 newspaper size decreased until a national daily of around twenty-eight pages was reduced to between twelve and four, depending on the number of copies printed. Reduction in size meant reduction of content. The pre-war Daily Express fitted 70,000 words into an issue, while the wartime paper had room for just 18,000.15 Features had to be drastically cut. For example, sports reporting fell by eighty percent in the Daily Mirror, and ninety-five percent in The Times.16 
  Rationing led to newspaper scarcity throughout Britain which was exacerbated in the army by the exclusion of newspapers from the Post Office Scheme. In The Soldier Looks Ahead, Captain William Shebbeare wrote of his experience and that of his men:

At the beginning of the war I found the greatest difficulty in knowing what was going on in the news, and it was only by having papers posted to me and reading them several days late that I kept in touch at all. My fellow-troopers were mostly not so keen on the news as all that and therefore they soon got used to never seeing the paper and stopped bothering about the outside world.17 

  Due to their reduced size, newspapers had insufficient space for important news to receive the detailed treatment it would have merited in peacetime. News content became dull and repetitive.18 During a BBC discussion on publishing in wartime, the Australian journalist Colin Wills argued that as newspapers relied on the same official sources for most news and had to publish quantities of ‘dull but necessary information and instructions about rationing and so on’, an ‘enormous amount’ of news ‘local to Britain’ had disappeared. Items such as the ‘result of a Cup Tie […] a 
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trade union dispute […] or a murder’ were ‘submerged under the war news, or thrown 

out because there [was] not enough paper to print it on’. Filled with ‘heavy’ news, the papers lacked ‘variety’ and ‘light relief’ and were struggling to ‘maintain their popular interest’.19
  According to Wills, with news largely homogenised, ‘although the events reported on a particular day may be momentous, it is hard to make them sink in, to make them live’. He challenged his listeners: ‘Is there any one of you who has not often laid aside a newspaper full of most important war news, and said, “Oh, war news – war news – nothing but war news.”’ He believed there was ‘a limit to the capacity of the mind for absorbing facts, however important, if they become monotonous’.20 Wills’ view was echoed in Mass Observation’s comment that thousands of newspaper readers were showing little interest in the war, preferring to read reports on their local football team.21  

  ‘Official sources’ meant news was increasingly controlled through a voluntary system of Defence Notices imposed by the Ministry of Information’s Censorship Division. Designed to balance national security with press freedom, this mechanism gave newspapers access to confidential material provided they sought the Ministry’s advice once stories broke.22 Behind these somewhat relaxed arrangements lurked a warning as the Home Secretary could close any paper deemed to have breached security or encouraged opposition to the war.23 

  Controls meant news could be suppressed or delayed. Readers complained of being given inadequate detail, having to read, for example, that ‘a south coast town’ had been bombed rather than discovering its actual location.24 In wartime, however, accurate information could help the enemy and the Germans deliberately planted rumours in an attempt to gain this kind of intelligence. For instance, they might announce an exaggerated figure for ships sunk in a convoy in the hope of learning 
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the actual figure from an official denial.25 The censors were in a no-win situation. If there was no denial the German-inspired report would be believed and become a bogy rumour, an accurate rebuttal would help the enemy, while a vague refutation could alienate the public. 

  Once newspapers adjusted their print runs to match their reduced size, circulations improved and in populated areas of Britain it became relatively easy to find newspapers.26 Improved availability allowed the NAAFI and voluntary Institutes to provide both more and different newspapers which could be read in the ‘quiet rooms’ that the Welfare Directorate was encouraging: rooms designed to be  ‘cheerful, well lit and warm’ with a ‘good supply of current papers and illustrated magazines’, ‘good facilities for writing letters’, and ‘a good library’.27
  Despite improved availability, many soldiers did not continue their newspaper reading habit. As a junior officer, Anthony Cotterell discovered that only one man in three in his platoon ‘read a paper nearly every day’. Although morning papers were not sold in camp, his men could order one to be delivered or walk half a mile to the newsagents in their morning break. Most chose not to bother, but amongst those who did the Daily Mirror, the Daily Express and the Daily Telegraph be all popular. On Sundays almost everyone read the News of the World or The People, which, his men enigmatically declared, ‘had everything in them’.28

  Reports to Mass Observation confirmed that newspapers were being read a great deal less than in civilian life. One soldier wrote: ‘In the Army where one can go a month as we have done without wanting to buy, or even read, a newspaper, news doesn’t worry us.’ Another, in the Royal Artillery, stated, ‘papers we have about twice a week and these glanced at and never read seriously.’  It was reported that very few looked at a paper for more than three or four minutes and often just glanced at the headlines. Sport was keenly followed and, as a topic of interest, it came before either the war or politics. Any comments on the war were limited to brief reactions to 
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headlines, such as, ‘Italians beaten back’ (“Poor old Musso”) and ‘The RAF over Bremen’ (“Good work, boys”). An infantry soldier noted that despite a sizeable demand for newspapers in his regiment, he had seen little discussion of their various points of view and thought that they were mostly read to occupy any spare time.29
  Mass Observation found the Daily Mirror and the Daily Sketch to be the most popular daily newspapers in the army, with the News of the World the most read Sunday. Only about one in 250 soldiers read a quality newspaper.30 The Daily Mirror positioned itself as the Forces’ paper and by the end of 1941 it was read by almost a third of the Services. Its pictures, bold headlines and snappy prose suited a wartime audience.31 A soldier in the RAOC told Mass Observation that ‘the one paper with an undoubted popularity is […] the Mirror but this is for its magazine value: Jane is the star turn to which all turn first, Cassandra I think [comes] second’.32 

  The Mirror strip cartoon, ‘Jane’s Journal, the Diary of a Bright Young Thing’, featured Jane Gay, ‘an attractive young woman whose life revolved around society, romance and her pet dachshund Fritz.’ Jane joined the wartime army and had ‘a series of often hair-raising adventures, most of which involved her losing her clothes at various points – though […] always for reasons outside her control’. The cartoon, therefore, presented ‘a very popular combination of innocence and naughtiness’.33  

  Meanwhile, writing as ‘Cassandra’, William Connor, the Mirror’s main columnist, was renowned for producing articles of ‘skilfully written incessant rudeness’, debunking ‘fools in high places’ and bureaucratic red tape. He railed against what he called ‘Army Foolery’: the ‘bullshit’ training detested by conscripts.  He asked: ‘Will Churchill ring up the War Office and ask some of the encrusted barnacles in obsolete brass hats to define Army discipline first, and then to abolish a lot of it?’; and commented: ‘Discipline appears to be the art of making soldiers so miserable that they are not afraid of dying in intolerably uncomfortable costumes.’ Hugh Cudlipp, a 
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future editor of the Mirror, declared that Connor’s stance ‘endeared the paper to the rank and file and drove the War Office […] into a purple rage’.34

  Mass Observation noted that many soldiers preferred to read their ‘forwarded local paper’. At Leeds Training Depot, for instance, new recruits generally read ‘the provincial newspaper from native towns’.35 Local papers were said to be more popular than weekly magazines, which were ‘never bought’. Magazines, though, were readily available from the Book Depot which sent parcels of assorted magazines to units on a weekly basis.36
  There was much contemporaneous opinion as to why soldiers lacked interest in the news. Obtaining a regular supply of papers was still problematic for some units. D. L. Medd,  languishing  in  a  tented  Royal  Artillery  camp  near  Bristol,  told  Mass Observation that there were ‘no newspapers procurable at the site’, although there was ‘a great demand for newspapers’. He thought they ‘should be provided to avoid the incredible rumours that get about’.37  
  Similarly D. W. Argent, stationed in the far west of Wales, complained that:  

Newspaper reading is a matter in which we suffer from being over 250 miles from London. Daily papers are very rare. […] Many people here must go for weeks without seeing – much less buying – a daily newspaper. By ‘seeing’ I mean reading on the date of issue. Eventually, of course, a copy of a paper finds its way from day to day round the billet before its final disappearance in the latrines.38
34 Hugh Cudlipp, Publish and be Damned! The Astonishing Story of the Daily Mirror (London: Andrew Dakers, 1953), p.147.

35 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC man’s observations, Leeds Depot, (11 June 1942).
36 Jackson in Army Welfare, p.201.

37 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: D. L. Medd. (May 1941).

38 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Pte. D. W. Argent. (May 1941).

  W. Jones, variously posted to Catterick, then Scarborough and Edinburgh, thought it important to read a paper immediately:  

Everywhere I heard various soldiers comment on how they had not bothered to read newspapers since they had joined up, whereas before they had read one every day. Newspaper reading is an early morning habit and in the army in barracks one is generally busy in the morning. I find that the news in a morning paper seems stale when read at dinner time, it seems to have lost its news value, its freshness, especially if one hears the one o’ clock news. This, I think, accounts for the lack of interest in papers in the Army.39
  Anthony Cotterell believed that the absence of news made no difference to army life as every day there were ‘so many things to think of’ and there was always ‘some new 

rule or regulation or scheme to be coped with’.  He observed: 

In the Army you don’t get people reading the papers with the same urgent zeal to know what has happened since yesterday that you get in civilian life. News of defeat or victory doesn’t seem to matter so much. You don’t see a brighter lot of faces on parade the morning after something like Taranto. Nor was anyone particularly gloomy about the fall of France. […] Besides no one in authority mentions the outside news. The officer doesn’t come on parade and say “Boys, listen here, the Graf Spee has scuttled herself,” or, “Men, the Germans are in Paris.” News from the outside world, whether good or bad, is studiously ignored.40
  Alan Wood, an Australian journalist-turned-soldier, blamed this news insularity on the army’s basic training that emphasised obedience over initiative. He argued that:  ‘Army training deliberately consists of stopping a soldier thinking for himself, and consequently he cannot think about the war. He forgets completely what he is fighting for: and the army does not think this is particularly important.’41 

39 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: W Jones. (May 1941).  

40 Cotterell, Oh, It’s Nice to be in the Army!, pp.91-92. The Royal Navy sank three Italian battleships off Taranto in November 1940.

41 ‘Boomerang’, [Alan Wood], Bless ‘Em All: An Analysis of the British Army, its Morale, Efficiency and Leadership (London: Secker & Warburg, 1942), p.23.

  Wood’s blanket condemnation of the army training regime was unfair because, as we discovered in the previous chapter, ABCA was starting to educate the troops in current affairs. However, his argument was more convincing when applied to the War Office’s attitude to the British Press. The NAAFI and Institutes may have provided papers but otherwise, for most of the war, the army showed little interest in encouraging newspaper reading amongst its soldiers in Britain. The first two editions of The Soldier’s Welfare made no mention of newspapers and only the third edition (1944) belatedly acknowledged that:  

Daily newspapers and periodicals keep [soldiers] in touch with current affairs. […] Without a good supply of printed news, false rumours are likely to spread, whether deliberately circulated by the enemy or not.42 

Even then, ‘in view of the comparative abundance of reading matter and its accessibility to troops’, there were no ‘special arrangements’ for ‘supplies of newspapers, periodicals and magazines to Home Commands’.43

  Of course, soldiers did not have to rely on newspapers as news could be heard on the BBC.  However, they frequently lacked both the equipment and the opportunity for satisfactory listening. Existing radios, built for civilian use, could not withstand the wear and tear of army life and new sets were in short supply. To increase their utility radios were placed in busy communal areas such as the NAAFI, Institutes, or barrack rooms. Few were found in places where men could listen attentively.44 
  Mass Observation reported that, where available, radios were much appreciated. But they tended to broadcast an incessant stream of dance music and variety acts, and when news was listened to it was often for just the first few minutes.45 Anthony Cotterell’s men, for instance, showed little interest in the BBC news and there was no crowding around the radio at six o’clock in the evening.46 Worryingly, some soldiers paid more attention to German propaganda. In December 1939 General Sir Frederick Pile, the Head of AA Command, expressed his concern at this interest in enemy 

42 The Soldier’s Welfare, (1944), p.26.

43 Ibid., p.42.

44 Morgan, Army Welfare, pp.55, 61. 

45 MOA, File report 674, pp.12-13.

46 Cotterell, Oh, It’s Nice to be in the Army!, p.93.

transmissions. At the London canteen where his wife volunteered, ‘every night [when] our own official news can be heard on the wireless, no soldier takes any notice of it, he continues to play his game of darts or draughts or whatever it may be. When on the other hand, someone tunes into Lord Haw-Haw, the whole room gets up and gathers round the wireless.’47 

  No single argument adequately explains the decline in newspaper reading amongst soldiers in Britain. For some, continuing problems with delivery to remote locations prevented regular access to news. For others, a busy army life meant that they did not see a paper when the news was fresh. For many, the papers held less appeal once censorship and restricted space squeezed out lighter news and entertainment. Deprived of sports news and faced with dispiriting war reports, soldiers often just glanced at the headlines. For most of the war the War Office did little to change their attitude instead relying on ABCA to enlighten them. 

3.2. The first army newspapers. 

At least in Britain soldiers could access some newspapers. Overseas, finding up-to-date English-language papers was more difficult. On an irregular basis the British Press was delivered to the NAAFI and Institutes at bases abroad, but troops on the front line might never read the news. Consequently, from 1940 onwards units on active service started to produce their own newspapers and news-bulletins.48
  The first British Army newspaper, The Midnight Sun, was published for the British Expeditionary Force in Norway.  In its first issue (18 May 1940), Major-General Pat Mackesy, GOC Land Forces Norway, wrote: ‘Local newspapers being not only rare but, to us, somewhat difficult of comprehension, I thought that a small journal of our own might do us all good. I hope that it will.’ As events transpired, his men barely had time to welcome their new weekly paper before the Germans forced them out on 7 June.49
47 Stourton, Auntie’s War, p.79.

48 Crang, The British army, p. 97. 

49 ‘A Message from Major-General P. J. Mackesy’, The Midnight Sun, 18 May 1940, p.1.

  By the time The Midnight Sun reappeared early in 1941 as the paper for the British Forces in Iceland, another army paper was active in the Orkney Islands. Major-General G. C. Kemp, GOC Orkney, decided that his scattered soldiers needed a newspaper to counter the boredom of their remote posting. He tasked Eric Linklater (the writer, then in command of the Orkney Company, Royal Engineers) with providing the garrison with ‘information, entertainment and a continuing reminder that they, and their work and amusements, were important enough to be written and read about’. On 17 January 1941 Linklater left Orkney after publishing the first issue of The Orkney Blast and handing the editorship to Private Gerry Meyer.50 Meyer had worked for a French news agency in London before he was called up and posted to Orkney. In his early months as editor he struggled with few resources, but the Blast eventually had its own office, a staff of nine, and a circulation of 6,000.51
  As the Blast mostly focused on Orkney, the paper bore a striking resemblance to the local papers its readers encountered at home. In the first issue Storer Clouston, ‘Orkney’s distinguished historian’, contributed a long article on St. Magnus Cathedral; the Provost of Stromness wrote ‘entertainingly’ of bird life in the islands; and there was a story about Nel Tarleton, sometime Featherweight Champion of the Empire, ‘who had lately spent a few weeks in Orkney’.52 One feature, ‘News from Your Home Town’, looked outside the islands and, in a typical  issue, included reports from Gloucester, Glasgow, Folkestone, Oxford, and Sheffield.53 The paper’s parochial slant appeared to work. Magnus Grimond, in his recollection of Gerry Meyer, contends that his paper ‘created a much-needed sense of family for the many thousands of servicemen and women in Orkney and linked them into the local community’.54 

50 Eric Linklater, Fanfare for a Tin Hat (London: Macmillan, 1970), pp.182-184.

51 Magnus Grimond, ‘Remembering Gerry’<http://frontiersmagazine.org/>[accessed 26 October 2018]

52 Linklater, Fanfare, p.183.
53 The Orkney Blast, 21 February 1941, p.2.

54 Grimond, ‘Remembering Gerry’. 

3.3. Army newspapers in North Africa and the Middle East. 

Meanwhile, after the disasters of France and Norway, the focus of British military operations had switched to Middle East Command in Cairo. This command protected the strategic Suez Canal using a force of British, Australian, Indian, South African, and New Zealand troops. On 13 September 1940 the Italians attacked from Libya across the Western Desert towards the Canal. Allied forces stopped them fifty miles inside Egypt, and then counter-attacked. Taken by surprise, the Italians capitulated on 7 February 1941.55  

  This campaign highlighted the difficulties of keeping fast-moving front-line troops properly informed of both their area of operation and the wider world. Cairo was well supplied with local English-language newspapers, such as the Egyptian Mail, and with magazines that held a semi-official status with the army. An early example was Parade, an illustrated weekly that published photo-journalism in the style of Picture Post.56 However, once deployed to the Western Desert troops could go for weeks without reading a newspaper and, with suitable radio receivers limited to one per battalion, the BBC was regularly heard by only a handful of men.57

  On the front line the inevitable falsification of information meant that bogy and wish rumours played a significant part in shaping the soldiers’ grasp of events and it became vital to prevent this. The Australians, in particular, realized that it was essential to provide front-line soldiers with ‘a firm background to the real situation against which he can assess rumours at their true value’. This could be done ‘by the issue of news-sheets and by explanation of the situation to the troops by their officers’. Consequently, most of the news read by British soldiers in the Desert in 1940 came from the Australians passing on copies of AIF News, their new weekly newspaper.58 

 55 Anthony Beevor, The Second World War (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2012), pp. 177-179,181-186.

56 Union Jack: A Scrapbook: British Forces Newspapers 1939-1945 (London: Imperial War Museum, 1989), p. 9.

57 Fennell, Combat and Morale pp.157-158; Morgan, Army Welfare, p. 61. 

58 Fennell, Combat and Morale, pp. 158-159

  British success in Libya was short-lived once the German Afrika Korps under General Erwin Rommel advanced towards Egypt. During March 1941 Rommel’s progress left 23,000 British, Australian and Indian troops stranded in the port of Tobruk. Throughout the spring and summer, the garrison repelled repeated attacks and as the port remained operational, troops continued to be supplied with food and basic welfare. They kept up morale by listening to the BBC, staging improvised variety shows, and reading their local news-bulletin, the Tobruk Truth.59 
  The Tobruk Truth, (subtitled ‘The Dinkum Oil’, Australian slang for ‘the honest truth’), was edited by Sergeant Bill Williams. His two-page news-bulletin published the daily BBC news, taken down in shorthand, along with occasional local news items. Its content was typed onto a wax stencil and then painstakingly reproduced on a dilapidated office duplicator housed amongst the ruins of Tobruk harbour [Fig. 3.1]. Despite working under almost constant attack, Williams produced 243 issues of the Truth between 16 February and 20 October 1941.60 This bulletin briefly featured in the Pathé newsreel, ‘Tobruk, Our Desert Stronghold’, when cinema-goers were told that ‘despite occasional Nazi attempts to put it out of circulation […] the Australian sergeant-editor makes a sign with his fingers rather like the victory V and carries on with the job’.61

  The threat from Rommel was not the only crisis facing Middle East Command. In April 1941 Britain intervened in Iraq to prevent a pro-German faction from taking power.62 Once the army was established in Basra the Basra Times, a British military newspaper first published during the First World War, was revived. The Times’ sole journalist, Captain Eric Cooper, faced an unrelenting routine from 3.30 am each day as he processed copy from Reuters to fill his seven columns. His paper, handset by Indian compositors, went to press at 7.00 am, when an ancient flatbed press ground out 1,000 copies an hour.63 When the British fully controlled Iraq, the Basra Times was joined by another army-sponsored daily, the Iraq Times, and by a weekly magazine, Trunk Call. 
59 Fennell, Fighting the People’s War, pp. 143-144; ‘Debacle in the Desert: The Siege of Tobruk’ <https://warfarehistorynetwork.com> [ accessed 9 November 2018].
60  ‘Tobruk Truth’<https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/10938103> [accessed 9 November 2018];  

61 ‘Tobruk, Our Desert Stronghold’ (British Pathé, 1941). 

62 Beevor, Second World War, pp.214-215
63 ‘The True Griffin’, Soldier, 20 March 1995, pp.22-23. 
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Fig. 3.1.  Sergeant Bill Williams (left) and Driver G. Rudd print the Tobruk Truth in the ruins of Tobruk port.  

Australian War Memorial, C29159

  Despite his failure to subdue Tobruk, Rommel pressed forward and by June the British were fighting a rearguard action along the Egyptian frontier. There the German advance, constrained by severe supply problems, faded away.64 Thanks to the initiative of Captain Warwick Charlton, it was at this moment that the Desert Army finally got its own newspaper. Charlton had been a journalist on the Daily Sketch before he joined the Royal Fusiliers and was posted to Egypt. In Cairo, under-employed and bored, he single-handedly produced a little magazine called Middle East. This drew the attention of Randolph Churchill, the Prime Minister’s son, who was then in charge of publications for Middle East Command. Churchill told Charlton that Middle East must cease, but sent him to report on the newly formed Eighth Army. Charlton’s brief was to provide material for a slip-page in the Egyptian Mail, a 

64 Beevor, Second World War, p.216.
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Fig. 3.2. A ‘Desert edition’ of Eighth Army News, Saturday, 26 December 1942. 

Author’s Collection

‘Desert Page for the Desert Army’, but this failed to work as intended as the Mail rarely reached the front line. Charlton therefore started a duplicated news-bulletin before producing the first issue of the Eighth Army News in September 1941.65 
  Eighth Army News appeared as a small (25 x 20 cm.), two-page daily [Fig. 3.2]. In January 1943 a British Pathé newsreel, ‘News in the Desert’, explained how the News was produced and distributed. The film showed the ‘editorial offices’ in a 

65 Susan Raven, ‘Desert Newspapers: A Grassroots Press’, in Alamein and the Desert War, ed. by Derek Jewell (London: Sphere Books, 1967), pp. 143-146 (pp.143-144). 

substantial tent where staff could be seen taking reports over the telephone, checking map locations and typing up ‘the latest information from the battlefront’. Copy was handed to a motorcycle despatch rider to transport for printing as ‘for security reasons’ the printing works were ‘dispersed’. The ‘works’ comprised a small printing press installed on a truck covered by camouflage netting. Finally, the paper was loaded onto a jeep that made ‘a quick delivery’ to readers who were ‘seldom found in the same place twice’. Cinema-goers were told that, ‘the establishment of this front-line Fleet Street has resulted in a first class little paper giving the lads in the Desert a chance to keep abreast of the news.’66 

  In November 1941 the Eighth Army, under Major-General Neil Ritchie, went on the offensive, relieving Tobruk, and pushing Rommel back to Tripoli. Ritchie’s success was short-lived as, on 21 January 1942, the inevitable German counter-offensive began. For two months the Eighth Army retreated across Libya before regrouping on the Egyptian frontier and forcing the Afrika Korps to a halt. 67 

  At this juncture in the seesaw Desert campaign, Charlton decided to launch another paper. The first issue of Crusader, an ‘Eighth Army Weekly issued to fighting forces in the Desert’, appeared on 2 May 1942. Tanks were pictured rolling across its masthead, so it was possibly named after the British ‘Crusader’ tank used in early Desert campaigns. Crusader began as a four-page broadsheet (43 x 29.5 cm.), but by September had become a tabloid (30 x 22.5 cm.) of eight pages with the top edge left uncut so that no staples were needed to keep the paper together when distributed.

  The second issue of Crusader was barely out before Rommel resumed his advance. Fighting continued through May and into June, and Tobruk, now lacking sufficient troops to make an effective defence, surrendered. Convinced the British were on the run, Rommel pushed into Egypt and by July Cairo was in a state of panic. However, after a rapid withdrawal, the British held the Germans at El Alamein, a small railway halt near the Mediterranean coast.68

66 ‘News in the Desert’ (British Pathé,1943). 

67 Beevor, Second World War, pp. 269- 275, 350- 351.

68 Ibid., pp.377- 389.

  Following the debacle of Tobruk, Ritchie was sacked and Lieutenant-General Bernard Montgomery took command of the Eighth Army. Anthony Beevor, in his history of the Second World War, describes ‘Monty’ as ‘egotistic, ambitious and ruthless, possessing a boundless self-confidence which occasionally bordered on the fatuous’. However, ‘this self belief, which he was able to convey to all he met, lay at the heart of his mission to turn the badly bruised Eighth Army into one confident of victory.’69

  Montgomery was the first senior commander to make a deliberately populist appeal to his troops to sustain morale. He set about creating ‘a Monty fable’ to wean his troops away from respect for Rommel and his Korps. His new style produced a mixed reaction amongst the Eighth Army soldiers. Many appreciated his apparent willingness to tell all ranks what he was going to do and why he was doing it, although some were less than impressed by what they saw as vulgar publicity gimmicks.70
  Montgomery met Charlton within a couple of weeks of taking command and quickly realized that Charlton’s inventiveness and energy would provide him with a useful channel to reach his soldiers. Montgomery believed that keeping troops informed was vital to morale and that newspapers were an essential means to inform soldiers of what was happening in their battle area and what was required of them. Papers could also provide news from home, alleviating worries about what was happening to relatives in Britain. According to Montgomery, soldiers would do anything asked of them as long as their commander arranged for them to receive mail from home, the newspapers, and plenty of tea.71
  Discovering that Eighth Army News was being printed in the field, Montgomery, in a typically flamboyant gesture, provided Charlton with a chit saying, ‘Warwick Charlton has  the  personal  authority  of  the  Army  Commander  to  take over  any  presses between Alamein and Tripoli’.72  Charlton responded by learning how to project the 

69 Beevor, Second World War, pp.390-392.

70 French, Raising Churchill's Army, p.150.  

71 The Memoirs of Field-Marshall the Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, K.G. (London: Collins, 1958), p.84. 

72 Nigel Hamilton, Monty: Master of the Battlefield 1942-1944 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1983), pp. 80-81. 

general’s image and indulge his considerable ego. As Hugh Cudlipp later noted: ‘Nobody was in any doubt at all that “Monty” was running the Eighth Army so long as Eighth Army News was alive, and it certainly wasn’t Warwick Charlton’s fault that Montgomery and the Eighth Army were not invited to run the country when the war was over.’73
  Montgomery had no intention of going on an immediate offensive and, in the meantime, rebuilt morale and confidence amongst his troops through visits, training, and relentless public relations. Finally on 23 October 1942, he launched a battle of attrition that continued until Rommel ordered a general retreat. By 6 November British victory at El Alamein was assured.74
  On 8 November, almost simultaneously with El Alamein, ‘Operation Torch’ put British and American forces into French North Africa. French resistance immediately ceased and by 10 November Morocco and Algeria were in Allied hands. However, with Tunisia rapidly reinforced by the Germans, the British First Army struggled forward. Units of the First and Eighth Armies eventually met up and entered Tunis on 7 May, bringing the war in North Africa to an end.75
  An acute shipping shortage meant that First Army sailed for North Africa with only the most basic welfare provision. The result, according to Brigadier M. C. Morgan in his monograph on Army Welfare, was that throughout the North African campaign, ‘the Force [was] shut off from the outside world and starved of news so that the wildest rumours gained ready acceptance […] there were practically no welfare wireless sets, no newspapers, no books, magazines or literature of any kind’.76  

  Morgan noted that, on landing, the First Army made ‘real efforts […] to cope with the lack of welfare amenities’ and ‘one of its first requirements was a quick and regular supply of reliable news for as many men as possible’. News-bulletins with imaginative names like Allied Post, Les Nouvelles de Sousse, Bagbush Bugle, 

73 Hugh Cudlipp, Walking on the Water (London: The Bodley Head, 1976), p. 152
74 Beevor, Second World War, pp.451-457.

75  Ibid., pp.483-486,494-502.
76 Morgan, Army Welfare, p. 113.
Gerawla News, and Oily Rag soon materialized, although Morgan admitted that ‘the circulation of these documents was comparatively small and their distribution astonishingly difficult’.77 

  In March 1943 Captain Hugh Cudlipp, an army public relations officer in Cairo and, before the war the editor of the Sunday Pictorial, was ordered to report to Allied Forces Headquarters (AFHQ) North Africa, in Algiers, and begin preparations for a First Army newspaper. Cudlipp believed his summons arose from Churchill’s experience during the Casablanca Conference (January 1943), when on each day of the ten-day meeting a copy of Stars and Stripes, the American services newspaper, was delivered to the Prime Minister. Churchill took exception to the paper’s extensive coverage of President Roosevelt while ignoring him and demanded to know why British forces in North Africa had no newspaper of their own. Harold Macmillan, the British Resident Minister in Algiers (and a member of the famous family of publishers and future Prime Minister), took this as a demand for a British equivalent, hence Cudlipp’s posting.  On 22 March 1943 with a nod to Stars and Stripes, the first issue of Union Jack was delivered to the men of the First Army [Fig. 3.3].78   
3.4. Army newspapers in Italy.
With victory in North Africa achieved, Eighth Army News, Crusader and Union Jack followed the Allied Forces as they moved to Sicily and the Italian mainland. On 10 July 1943 eight Allied divisions landed on Sicily and the Eighth Army advanced up the east coast. Warwick Charlton, armed with a typewriter and a wireless, arrived in Sicily on day one and within four days was producing the Syracuse News, a two-page bilingual newspaper in English and Italian. Once the Eighth Army opened the coast road, Charlton moved to Catania and occupied the lavish offices of its local paper. With a suitable press available, he could now produce Eighth Army News as a four-page broadsheet.79 

77 Morgan, Army Welfare, p. 114; ‘To our friends and rivals’, Union Jack, 2 August, 1943, p.4.

78 Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, pp.151-152.

79 Beevor, Second World War, pp.591-603, ‘First Allied Newspaper in Europe’, Crusader, 8 August 1943, p 4. 
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Fig. 3.3. The first issue of Union Jack, Monday 22 March 1943.
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  On 3 September British and Canadian troops landed near Reggio di Calabria on the Italian mainland and, meeting only desultory resistance, rapidly advanced across the ‘boot’ of Italy. They were followed by Captain H. Gregson who, on 19 September, published the first issue of Eighth Army News on the Italian mainland [Fig. 3.4]. Gregson claimed two records: the first English newspaper to be printed on the continent of Europe since the fall of France and the first to be edited and printed with its power plant still in German hands. Subsequently Eighth Army News found a permanent home in Bari where it was joined by Union Jack and its ‘Italy Daily Edition’ which first appeared on 7 November. Union Jack also took over the offices of Il Mattino in Naples as soon as the American Fifth Army liberated the city.80  

  Plagued by constant rain and deep mud, the Allied advance through Italy during the winter of 1943-1944 was slow and tortuous. Only an amphibious landing at Anzio ended the stalemate, allowing the Americans to enter Rome on 4 June 1944. Hugh Cudlipp immediately hurried to Rome to start a ‘Central Italy’ edition of Union Jack. He needed the approval of US Army Command to enter the city and, realising this would waste valuable time, used his typewriter, official notepaper, and an impressive array of Italian rubber stamps, to create a suitable Movement Order to pass through American checkpoints. He reached Rome ahead of his American rivals and requisitioned the offices of Il Popolo di Roma. The paper’s Italian proprietor initially resisted his takeover, but a threat to close the entire operation convinced him that his plant had the capacity to produce two newspapers simultaneously.81

  The Allied advance to Northern Italy began on 5 June 1944, but lost momentum once the campaign in North-West Europe took priority. On 11 August Florence was liberated allowing Cudlipp to take over yet another newspaper plant. A final offensive in the spring of 1945 saw the whole German front collapse and Cudlipp opened offices in Milan and Venice, days before the final German surrender in Italy on 2 May. In addition to the main papers, ‘improvised Battle Editions’ were published throughout the Italian campaign ‘for short periods during swift advances by the Army.’ As an 
 80 Beevor, Second World War, pp.600-605; ‘Round and About’, Eighth Army News, 19 September 1943, pp. 1-2; Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, p.159. 

81 Beevor, Second World War, pp.637-654; Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, pp.158-160.
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19 September 1943

Y NEARLY THERE

from Salerno Battle Front

Today we present you with the first
edition of « Kighth Army News » to be prin-
ted on the mainland of Europe.

We would have brought it out a day or
two earlier, but the staff was in hospital af-
ter a motor-cycle accident.
position
stocks and wages in Italy is clarified, we are
gompelled to make a small charge for the

Unfil the

Mainland Edition.

The price, if bought from newspaper ‘»
atalls or from newsboys, is three Lire. |
« Eighth Army News » is still a free is- ||
gue if deawn through military channels. |

Red Army Takes Bryans
More Successes in Great Offensive

The roat fortress and railway
junetion town of Bryansk has
been eaptured by the Red Army.

Ha loss Is admitted in o Ger-
man communigue.

The Black Sea port and naval
base of Novorossisk has also
been retaken by the Itussian

i
Ukrdirie the Hed Army 18 no
thrusting eross the Desnn River
barrier. German eftotts to keep
the Russians to the west bank
of the River have met with no
suiccess.

After 1he capture of Bryansk
the Red Army thrust forward
and has announced the capture
of an important town 100 miles
soutti-east of the city.

The Hed Army is now less
than 60 miles from Kieff, capital
of the Ukraine and linch pin of
the whole German defence sy~
stem

Meanwhile, south west of
Khurkoy the resistance of the
énemy forees guarding the rail-
way town of Poltava I8 begin-
ning 1o wither.

‘The recapture of Novorossisk
was announced in a special Or-
dar of the Day by Marshal Sta-
lin, The Germans held the port
for exactly a year. Fierce street
fighting preceded its recapture,
“three German divisions and one
Humanian division were routed
in the strugeld, The retreat of

No |

regarding paper

|
the five remaining German di
visions from the Kubon
gravely endangered b
Army suece:

Red |

News in Brief
Sixtean Haljan b
ve arrived In Malta and six 10~ |

re were expected today.

Allled aircraft operating from
Britain shot down 35 Germon
planes yesterday.

Forly eight Japanese figh- |
ters have been shot down in |
New Guinea and 11 more pro- |
bably destroyed, |

Allled bomber$ hava also been |
busy attacking Japanese dum,
and installotions in China,

Home News
Navy's “Dreadful,, Time |

The First Lord of the Admi-
ralty disclosed last night that ot
one time we had only three
crulsers left in the Mediterra-
nean, During the last three
years we had to go: hrough
dreadful times, In two mont
we lost, such a succession of ¢
pital ships that our wholo stra-
tegic position was threatened

Because of our weakness, the
Navy's policy had to be ane of
aggressiveness and it had ren-
ped handsorne dividends,

The First Lord added that 1
position had been consideral
cased now Italy was out of the
war and America giving us help
Nevertheless the severity of the
batties in ltaly was & warning
that the struggle might be lon;
and hard, and it was nd memen
for the home front to let up,

Late News

|
In lialy the Alled forees in |
all three battle areas have made |
contact with ench other. Bighth |
and Fifih Army patrols havemes |

south of the Salerno beschhesd
and Eighth Army patrols heye
also made contact round the Gult
with British troaps operating 1y
ne’:;lhhoutr.hood of Taranto,
ree German connter-atiacks
flung back In Balerno nelgh-
bourhood. Prisoners takem,
Afr onslaught has been mafy.
tained by North Afriean ond
Middle East air forces

LIRE

PRICE 3

Warshal BADOGLIO greats you

We asked Marshal Badoglio, Chief
of the Italian Government for a special
message to Eighth Army to commemo-
rate the first mainland edition of this
newspaper.

Marshal Badoglio signals us the fol-
lowing:

«To the Commander officers,
NCO'’s and troops of the Eighth Army.
I send my best greetings.

« In the common struggle which a-
waits us, Italian soldiers will march side
by side with their British comrades a-
gainst the German oppressor for the li-
beration of Italian soil and for final vic-
tory ».

Marshal PIETRO BADOGLIO
19 september 1943,

And here is the Italian version as sent us:

Il Maresciallo Badoglio ha diretto
all'8. Armata britannica il seguente mes-
saggio:

« Al Comandante, agli ufficiali, sot-
tufficiali e truppe dell'8, Armata britan-
nica, il mio saluto augurale.

Nella comune lotta che ci attende, i
soldati italiani marceranno fianco a fian-
co ai camerati britannici contro 1'op-
pressore tedesco per la liberazione del
suolo d'ltalia e per la Vittoria finale ».

Maresciallo PIETRO BADOGLIO





Fig. 3.4. The first issue of Eighth Army News on the Italian mainland, 19 September 1943.

Author’s Collection

Eighth Army News battle edition emphasised, it did not ‘replace the main edition’, but was ‘an additional service to front-line troops’ until the main edition could be ‘delivered more rapidly’.82

  Charlton could not match Cudlipp’s expansion across Italy. Eighth Army News and Crusader continued to be printed in Bari as their readers moved ever farther away. Although Eighth Army News was regularly flown to the forward troops, it could be very late in the day before they got their news. To make matters worse Charlton lost his key sponsor when Montgomery left the Eighth Army in December 1943 to take command of the 21st Army Group in the run-up to D-Day. His wartime editorial career ended abruptly in March 1944, when both Eighth Army News and Crusader were placed under Cudlipp’s control.83
3.5. An army newspaper in South East Asia.

In August 1943 Lord Louis Mountbatten was appointed Supreme Commander of all Allied Forces in South East Asia. His new South East Asia Command (SEAC) was organizationally complex as the Allied strength included not only British and Imperial forces but also the Americans and American-led Chinese troops. Although SEAC’s extensive remit was to defend India, drive the Japanese from South East Asia and reopen land communications with China, the command was given relatively low priority by politicians in both London and Washington.84

  Thus, Mountbatten urgently needed to promote his new command by keeping both his own force and the rest of the world informed of SEAC’s activities. He decided to start an inter-service daily newspaper because, as he later wrote: 

I knew that if we were to fight a campaign of indefinite duration, thousands of miles away, we should all need to feel that we were still in touch, not only with what was happening in the world at large, but also with what was going on at 

82 B. H. Liddell Hart, A History of the Second World War (London: Pan Books, 2014), pp. 685 – 691; 856 – 862; Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, p.158; Eighth Army News, Battle edition, 7 September 1944, p.1.

83  Charlton, ‘Army newspapers’, p.7; Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, p.158.

84 ‘Introduction’, Personal Diary of Admiral The Lord Louis Mountbatten Supreme Allied Commander, South East Asia, 1943-1946, ed. by Philip Ziegler (London: Collins, 1988), pp. xi-xiii.   

home. We [were] used to reading different newspapers and [had] very varied tastes and opinions so it was obvious that the paper would have to carry light articles and serious articles, frivolous cartoons and general knowledge tests, and sports news. Most important of all it would have to be edited as fairly and impartially as possible and it would have to be our own paper in which we could air our views and discuss them among ourselves. All this would have been comparatively easy with an unlimited paper supply but as we should certainly be limited to four pages the attainment of all these objects presented quite a problem. I decided that the man to solve the problem was Frank Owen.85

  Frank Owen, previously the editor of the London Evening Standard, had joined the Royal Armoured Corps in 1942. Leaving the Corps and travelling to East Asia took  six months and Owen only launched his paper on 10 January 1944.86 This first issue declared: 

We call this newspaper SEAC because that is what South East Asia Command calls itself. The name is brief, clear and accurate, and that is what this newspaper aims to be. We seek to tell you as much as possible in our very short space [as] SEAC is a newspaper in battledress.87

  Henceforward, the paper appeared seven days a week with the broadsheet four-page daily expanding to eight pages for the Wednesday and Sunday editions [Fig.  3.5].  

85 ‘Supremo’s Farewell Message to SEAC’, SEAC, 15 May 1946, p.1.

86  Griffiths, Fleet Street, p.296.

87   ‘Good Morning!’, SEAC, 10 January 1944, p.1.
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Fig. 3.5. SEAC, issue no. 239, Monday 4 September 1944.

Author’s Collection

3.6. News-bulletins, wall newspapers and unit magazines. 

We have already seen how the news-bulletins filled the information void for the First Army before the arrival of Union Jack. One bulletin, the 46 Div Daily News Bulletin enlightened the 46th Division as it fought towards Tunis. When the Division reached Italy, its bulletin was renamed The Oak, after the oak tree displayed on the 46th’s battledress [Fig. 3.6]. Each night from 8.00 pm four men compiled and printed 2,460 copies of The Oak so that, as Crusader reported: 

By 8am the Divisional General has a copy in his mess and many of the frontline troops are reading the days news with a mug of tea in hand at the same time as their civilian fathers in England. […] Not all of the troops get the paper so early. Some of the positions are too exposed and cannot be approached in daylight without undue risk. But it is a safe bet that the men of this Division are better posted on the world’s happenings than many a unit further back.88

The Oak accompanied the 46th as it fought throughout the Italian campaign, suffering over 9,200 casualties in the process.

  Other news-bulletins met the need for news wherever small-scale printing equipment (sometimes provided by the Army Printing and Stationery Service) could be found. In Persia, John T. Stanley produced a news-bulletin as his survey unit had its own printing plant and ‘one of the few wireless sets in the area’. Stanley described his production routine: 

I took the main items from the [BBC] six o’ clock news in the evening, amplified it from the six-thirty next morning and finally knocked it into shape at eight. Then I typed it out on special small litho plates, editing it as I went along, and about nine passed it to the printers who had to develop the plate and run off about 250 copies to hand over to our publishers, the NAAFI, by ten o’ clock, in time to distribute with the rations to all comers. […] For nearly a year our news-sheet was the only source of up-to-date news in our area.89

88 ‘Introducing The Oak, Front Line Press’, Crusader, 16 January 1944, p.3.

89 John T. Stanley, ‘Army Newssheet in Persia’, The Listener, 17 January 1946, p.83. 

[image: image16.jpg]G A B P S A RS s

RED ARMY IN POLAND
RUSSIAN TIDAL WAVE ROLLS BACK THE GERMANS

Reports from Meso

= have ' Indian Troops
crossed the 1939 Po Far Fast

: Improving Positions
o scvcml points. the NEW BRITAIN I g ros
fint time since fune 194] ¢ FHRAN ‘ .

the Russians have been on . e »I‘_"‘

Polish bocder.  Latest re. | the air strip a

oS . ;
object o troops s
rom Moscow sa S o
oscom say it Sty : on towards Wald

Bay on the H 3 have | §

e ' be throing in tanks come up inst J se artille which
said g

sugg 3 Japs maj ave ded to
end infaniry rega % and in tk

NEW GUINEA

is smeepis

the Germen dzfmsp-e posi American Marines have made an
and inflicting very severe losses | Of 4 miles boyond the Cape Gloucester air pat .
on_the ehemp. The Northern ¢ field and p(\\rod an enemy supply dwmp. improvement  in

flank of this 70 mile edge is | OD the other side of the island good prog: & 0t froal and
guarded by the Pripet Marshes | t\nv made inland from Arawe, 80 Jap: ly o I\r}v &

which excludes the possibi lity ,,{ fighters intercepted an llied bomt N

any lorge scale German counter | Taiding Rabaul. 18 of them were shot ¢

offensive. At the Southern end

of the medge are Berdiches end | NEW  RELAND

Bea  Tierkov, both virtu Allied bombe
surrounded and

2 heavy estroye

had been sighted in the port of Kavi

w Ireland. wah cruisers were hit
e left burnin

direct hit from

7 Allied gircrafi mere
J.mng the daylight
on Northern France during Mon-
day. 2 ememy fighters were
desioped.  On  Monday  night
bombcarrying Mosquitoes raided | g
fargels in  Western Germany
without loss. During daglight |
gesierday U.S. Marauders, escorted ) of Wiae il gadosnd
by RAF., Domi and Al A statement to this effect had appe
licd fighters, saided military tar- | """
#els in the Pos de Calais area. | A smptom of the unrest throughout
The bumben wnd fighen ol | G5 o Tonate b ot drine th ot 4
#cturned safely. | Zerrorists, ment of

| | methods,
|





Fig. 3.6. The Oak, news-bulletin of the 46th Division in Italy, Wednesday 5 January 1944. 

Author’s Collection

    In 1942 Hugh Cudlipp launched a news-bulletin during a two-month journey to Suez via the Cape of Good Hope aboard the troopship Santa Rosa. The ship had been a cruise liner and he discovered a small flatbed printing machine used to produce menus. Unearthing half a dozen compositors from amongst the troops on board, he persuaded his commanding officer to allow him to produce a daily bulletin, Ocean News. Throughout the voyage Cudlipp and his team produced the News in a tiny unventilated hold and, on reaching Suez, the final issue signed off with the heartening headline ‘Rommel Halted at El Alamein’.90 

  Meanwhile, the risks and rewards of running a news-bulletin were set out by Captain M. C. Worster, the editor of 46 Div Daily News Bulletin. Worster noted that its ‘daily circulation was a struggle […] It had to be written. It had to be typed, checked, corrected, run off, made up and then distributed. The struggle often meant a loss of sleep after a hectic day.’ He thanked the signallers, orderlies and runners who had gone through ‘shot and shell, not to mention sh..’ to deliver the bulletin in time for its readers ‘to spill their porridge or rice on it’. He thought it all worthwhile as:  

In its time [the Bulletin] told of many battles bitter and heroic, of great achievements, of diarist prisoners and of German orders issued to their troops. It went to football, it attended Parliament, it told of British prisoners fresh back from prison camps. It did its best to show that sweating in a slit trench, marching fumbling up a hill in pitch dark and rain, ploughing through mud, sending in returns and sitting waiting in the scorching heat for nothing to happen until another battle came your way were not mistakes, were not just “bloody-mindedness”. It tried to show that all of these were part of this Division’s plan and therefore necessary. It tried to show how, when these things had been done, they fitted in with bigger plans and bigger victories.91

  News-bulletins relied on the BBC for world news, but often had no one with shorthand to note down transmissions. In June 1944 Bill Williams explained how the BBC got round this problem by providing a ‘slow motion service’ of news read ‘at 

90 Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, pp.148–152
91 ‘Reflections of the Editor’, 46 Div Daily News Bulletin, 1 October 1943, p.5.  

dictation speed.’ The service had been used by the army ‘at home and abroad for the last two or three years’. Williams told his listeners how: 

In numerous units this slow motion service is taken down by a designated person […] and typed out in several copies. Within half-an-hour most of these copies are posted up in strategic points about the camp, so that men can read the digest of the news (for instance) outside the Orderly Room or while they are waiting their turn to see the Medical Officer. Some units make more elaborate arrangements. The typewritten sheet may be pinned or pasted on a large board, and flanked by photographs or maps.92  
  Williams’ reference to sheets pinned to boards recalled ABCA’s encouragement of wall newspapers and taping the news displays. Not all wall newspapers, however, conformed to the ABCA model. Captain William Shebbeare noted that the 23rd Hussars’ wall newspaper aimed to help the unit ‘to get to know itself better, and thereby to foster a spirit of comradeship’ and ‘raise the fighting efficiency of the regiment’. The regiment wanted a newspaper that entertained and amused and was neither resented by the senior officers nor regarded cynically by the men as a mouthpiece of authority. The paper contained regimental news and gossip, sports reports, character sketches of regimental personalities, and articles on themes like aircraft recognition. It came out every Saturday on a large board three feet wide and two feet high with eight columns divided by thin black tape into which the text and pictures were pasted.  Shebbeare claimed that the paper gained general acceptance, with troop-leaders reporting that most men read it regularly with ‘only a small fringe’ ignoring it.93
  Wall newspapers were, however, new to army life and could be problematic to introduce. William Shebbeare knew of a ‘padre who tried to start wall newspapers in several units’ and was repeatedly turned down, largely ‘because in making the suggestion he always would pop in the words “on the Soviet model”’. However, he 

92 W. E. Williams, ‘The Spoken Word: Dictation Speed’, The Listener, 29 June 1944, p.728. 

93 [Shebbeare], The Soldier Looks Ahead, pp.24-27.

believed that ‘the spectacle of these papers being not only tolerated but encouraged and assisted and accepted by Colonels and RSMs as part of the nature of things’ was a ‘very creditable contrast to the old idea that such things were not suitable for soldiers and that there wasn’t time for them in the middle of a war, anyway’. He argued that wall newspapers had been an outstanding success in many units, with officers and men determined to keep their papers going even under difficult active service conditions. He was, though, forced to admit that, in his estimation, well under half of all units in the army had such a paper.94 

  Rather than aiming at unit cohesion, The Canteen Courier, which appeared on the wall of the Men’s Canteen, GHQ Paiforce, Baghdad during 1943, focused on current events. Its editors faced the ‘big problem’ of how to deal with news as they ‘could not aim at matching the speed of the daily paper or radio’, and felt ‘there would be no satisfaction in merely producing a weekly “summary” of what others had written’. They decided that the Courier would ‘present the whole war situation in natural sections in as clear and vivid a way as possible’ to provide ‘a clear and interesting background to the daily news’. Subjects were chosen ‘as part of a pattern making up the whole picture […] to give an idea of the strategic, economic or even political aspects of war’, which was deemed ‘very necessary to the proper understanding of any situation’. Located at GHQ the paper could call upon ‘full and generous co-operation from G. Ops and from Intelligence, and specialists in various fields’ who provided material for articles, maps and photographs which were ‘worked into one composite display’ [Fig. 3.7].95
  But the mere existence of a wall newspaper was no guarantee of its success. On Gibraltar, AEC Sergeant, and future novelist, John Burgess Wilson was ordered to start a wall newspaper. Wilson put together Peninsula, filling its first issue panel with maps following the Allied capture of the Italian fortress island of Pantelleria (June 1943). Wilson (no friend of army discipline or authority) later claimed that he ‘never changed its content’ and as ‘the Pantelleria landings went on for ever; nobody noticed’.96

94 [Shebbeare], The Soldier Looks Ahead, pp.23, 27.

95 ‘The Courier’, in Canteen Courier Souvenir 1 (Baghdad: Canteen Courier, 1943), pp.1-2. 
96 Burgess, Little Wilson and Big God, p.282.
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Fig. 3.7. The first edition of The Canteen Courier wall newspaper, displayed in the Men’s Canteen, GHQ, Paiforce, Baghdad, 1943.

Canteen Courier Souvenir 1, p.2. 
  Alongside news-bulletins and wall newspapers, the army sponsored an array of unit magazines. In Egypt, as well as the semi-official Parade, Middle East Command supported World Press Review, a weekly news digest; Gen, ‘The Services Fortnightly’, a pocket-size magazine that published an advice column alongside features and light fiction; and AIM, Army Illustrated Magazine which attempted to make training pamphlets ‘lying dust-covered on the company office shelf’ into articles that appealed to officers and NCOs.97
  Some magazines overseas embraced all Service personnel stationed in the area. On Gibraltar, Gunner Reg Cudlipp, Hugh’s brother and previously a subeditor on the 

News of the World, started The Rock in March 1941. Advertising itself as ‘by the troops for the troops’, this twenty-page monthly provided a ‘link with home’ through its ‘Calling Gibraltar’ column that printed radio messages sent to the Rock from relatives 
97 ‘The Inside Story of AIM’, AIM, August, 1944, pp. 2-4.
in Britain. In another regular feature, ‘Nosey Parker’ imparted the gossip around town. Other service personnel contributed short stories, humour, poems, and cartoons.98

  In Britain, a huge number of magazines tried to foster group loyalty within the units they represented. On Target!, for example, ‘speaking for the 518 S.L. Battery, R. A’, stationed in Yorkshire, explained that ‘this mag. will be a means of communication’ as ‘one of our misfortunes is that we are scattered “all over the place”’. Captain R. A. Brown, the battery commander, echoed this believing that the magazine would ‘make clear the aim of building up our solidarity’ as a Battery ‘by our own efforts’.99 

  Few unit magazines, however, seemed able to maintain a decent literary standard. When the newly conscripted writer, Rupert Croft-Cooke was asked to edit his training depot magazine, he found he was taking over something ‘pitifully like all magazines of its sort, which in turn resemble school magazines, being full of sporting results, jokes of strictly local appeal, parodies of Kipling, accounts of concerts’.100 On Target! contained much that would have evoked Croft-Cooke’s disapproval. The editor complained that ‘this Battery has too many poets’ and had ‘enough poetry in stock to last for six months.’ Much of what he had, though, was derivative doggerel: 

            Limerick

A lady sat on a light

And said, “What a wonderful night!”

But she gave a great scream

When they switched on the beam

And set her reflector alight.101
98  Nicolas Rankin, Defending the Rock: Gibraltar and the Second World War (London: Faber & Faber, 2017), p. 357; The Rock, November 1942, 1-20. 

99 ‘Editorial’ and ‘A Message from the O.C.’, On Target!, June 1941, pp.2-3. On Target! spoke for 518 Searchlight Battery, Royal Artillery 

100 Rupert Croft-Cooke, The Licentious Soldiery (London: W.H. Allen, 1971), p. 37.
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  Nonetheless, for many soldiers, news-bulletins and wall newspapers were their only source of relatively up-to-date news. Wall newspapers along with unit magazines also provided news of local activities in ways that encouraged unit solidarity. But shortages of paper and equipment could mean that there were insufficient copies to go round. Even an established operation like The Oak only managed to print 2,500 copies daily for distribution to around 18,000 men.102 Also, with very small numbers - sometimes only a single person - involved in their production, continuity was vulnerable to individuals being directed to other duties, posted away, or simply losing interest. 

3.7. News, features - and pin-ups.

As with newspapers in Britain, the size of an army paper dictated its content. With the limited capacity of its press, each Desert issue of Eighth Army News had room for only around 1,300 words, so reports had to be brief.103 Most news focused on the progress of the war in the various areas of conflict with only the occasional story from Britain. Home news was subject to the usual security vetting and announcements such as:   

Yesterday afternoon another attack was made by enemy raiders on East Anglia, the sixth in 36 hours. It is feared that casualties were heavy in one town which was attacked by 12 enemy aircraft. 
This did little to alleviate the soldiers’ anxieties for their relatives in Britain.104 

  Yet from Sicily onwards the Eighth Army News had space for extended war news, more home news, features, and the odd photograph. Warwick Charlton now ran his own column, ‘Saying  Something  by  Desert  Rat’,  which  adopted  an  amused,  sardonic  tone. A typical entry poked fun at the Italians as ‘nice people’: 

George E. Tears, my diplomatic correspondent, writes on the fall of Italy: “It is quite obvious if you talk to the average Italian that they were always our friends. 

102 The average number in the 46th Division during the Italian campaign. 

103 Based on a count of a typical two page issue: Eighth Army News, 3 January 1943.

104 ‘News in Brief’, Eighth Army News, 13 May, 1943, p.1.

The fact that they cheered the declaration of war was merely a coincidence. They thought Mussolini was talking about a football match. None of them liked the Fascists. There were in fact very few Fascists in Italy and a lot of people wore the uniform because they were told it was a branch of the boy scouts. If Britain had fallen with France the Italian people would have treated us with kindness and consideration. They would have brought shiploads of wheat into the country and paid huge prices for beer, silk stockings, and handed out cigarettes to us. They would have treated our women with respect.”105
  As for Crusader, the eight pages of its Desert editions allowed it to print as many words as were in a British popular newspaper. As a weekly, its content centred on features and photographs as much as news. A portion of each issue was devoted to one-off feature articles. Some were about the Desert War, its battles, and its triumphs such as ‘Desert Battle (Dear Dad, I’ve been in action)’ in which Trooper J. H. Telford wrote an eyewitness account of action in the form of a letter home, and ‘Now We’re There’ on the Eighth Army’s entry into Tripoli.106 Others highlighted the work of tail units, some of it far from rewarding. ‘Benders v. Menders’, for instance, recorded the aggravation endured by No. 1 Workshops platoon trying to fix the damage done to Eighth Army transport by speeding and careless driving.107

  In fact, Crusader published several regular features. The front page always carried a ‘Review for the Blue’ which gave a summary of the week’s fighting from around the world.108 There was a correspondence column, sports reporting, and ‘The Griff’, providing snippets of ‘inside information’. News from Britain, under headings such as ‘Home Front Flashes’, and ‘Headlines From Home’, inclined towards short, uplifting, often mildly humorous items as shown by the following piece headed ‘Your Hole, I Think’:

After a heavy bomb had landed in a field close to a Services establishment in the Midlands the farmer wrote to the military authorities: “Since the bomb that fell in 
105 ‘Saying Something by Desert Rat’, Eighth Army News, 9 September, 1943, p.4.

106 Crusader, 2 November 1942, pp.4-5.
107 Crusader, 15 February 1943, p.3.

108 ‘The Blue’ was the Eighth Army nickname for the vast wastes of the Western Desert.
my field was quite obviously meant for your establishment, I would be obliged if you would dispatch a working party at your convenience (as early as possible) to fill in the crater.”109

  There were also back page pictorial features on events such as Churchill’s visit to the Eighth Army in Tripoli (‘He came – and saw the Conquerors’).110 Pin-ups of Hollywood starlets or British beauty queens were always on view as was the scantily clad ‘Crusader Cutie’ drawn by Edgar Longman, an RAF fitter who worked as a commercial artist before the war. According to Crusader, Sergeant Longman was ‘very silent on the subject of the source of his inspiration’.111 A regular strip cartoon, ‘George Gumption’, presented episodes in the career of an inept desert soldier. His creator Syd Robinson, an Eighth Army driver, occasionally allowed ‘George’ to take on a more triumphal role, showing him, for instance, booting Rommel out of North Africa towards Sicily with a cry of  “We told you we’d do it!”.112

   In Italy Crusader evolved into a weekly magazine. Regular features included a weekly commentary by the newly-conscripted William Connor; a humorous column by ‘Professor Nathaniel Gubbins’ who, despite having ‘no qualifications whatever’, would ‘not hesitate to answer any question’ put to him on any subject ‘with a fearlessness and effrontery rarely encountered in modern journalism’; and short stories by V. S. Pritchett (‘The Saint’), C. S. Forester (‘The Bedchamber Mystery’), and H. G. Wells (‘A Ghost Story’), amongst others.113 
  Union Jack told its readers that it aimed to ‘produce a newspaper equal to the standard of modern journalism to which you have been accustomed in the British Isles’.114 Indeed it was the first army paper to resemble the British popular newspaper. The front page carried banner headlines, such as ‘Premier Cheerful About Big Battles Ahead’, reporting Churchill’s upbeat press conference where he declared that ‘brighter and more solid prospects lie before us’. Political and strategic developments were examined in, for example, ‘Russia and the Next Phase’ by Cudlipp’s deputy, Ralph Thackeray: a thought-provoking look at the Soviet Union’s 
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role in the next phase of the war. Other features struck a lighter mood. ‘The Shaking of the Hand’ gave advice on local French customs, while ‘The man who fell in love…’ discussed how to woo local girls. The humorous ‘Now We’re Talking’ column could poke fun at the paper by reporting that ‘a constant reader says Union Jack is very useful because now they always know the date’.115 Space was always provided for sport, mainly association football, boxing, horse racing, and for pin-ups. 

  In Italy all three papers ran syndicated strip cartoons. The appearance of the Daily Mirror’s ‘Jane’ was especially welcome as she was now extremely popular with British forces around the world. ‘Jane’ was joined by the ‘Two Types’ cartoons drawn by ‘Jon’ (Captain W. J. Jones), whose portrayal of scruffy Eighth Army ‘types’ was based on officers he saw in Sicily. ‘Two Types’ appeared in Union Jack, Eighth Army News and Trunk Call as well as in the Sunday Pictorial in Britain.116  

  SEAC’s content mirrored the other army papers.  Each issue opened with a ‘Good Morning…’ editorial containing a mixture of opinion and advice. War news predominated with events in Britain receiving sparse coverage, apart from the ‘All in the Game’ sports column. Features, such as ‘These Sports Make Japs Tough’ on Japanese cadet training, and ‘Japs Treat Their Women Rough’ on the restricted lives of Japanese women, often focused on the enemy.117 Entertainment came in the form of a gossip column, ‘People’, a correspondence column, humorous pieces, and crosswords and quizzes. The Daily Mirror provided two strip cartoons, ‘Jane’ and ‘Just Jake’, the latter featuring two oddball characters, one posh and one proletarian. 

  Eighth Army News in its Desert incarnation with limited space was, arguably, closer to a news-bulletin rather than a newspaper. However, other newspapers could provide a varied diet of news and features crammed into four pages. Although war news always took precedence, room was found for lighter stories, comment, and entertainment. Soldiers could look forward to sports reports, gossip, humour, pin-up glamour, and the regular appearance of ‘Jane’. The army papers could not be accused of filling their pages with only heavy war news and official announcements, and their overall slant appealed to men used to the familiar British popular press. 

115 Union Jack, 9 June 1943, p.1; 27 August 1943, p.2; 21 June 1943, p.2; 9 June 1943, p.2; 21 June 1943, p.2.       
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3.8. Army newspapers and their readers. 

Providing a varied diet of news, features, and entertainment did not, however, guarantee that army newspapers found a receptive audience. There was no assurance that soldiers overseas would be more interested in news than their counterparts in Britain. There were times when men just wanted to forget the war. In 1942, for instance, John McManners, an Eighth Army officer, recalled that, while waiting to return to the front line, both he and his men ‘didn’t know much or think much about the state of the battle line’. They ‘didn’t listen to the wireless’ or pay much attention to ‘the local English-language newspaper, the Egyptian Mail’. This was unsurprising as English-language papers did not always provide news of interest to the soldiers in their area. McManners claimed that the Mail told them ‘more about the Russian front than the Libyan one’.118 

  On one occasion the Mail unintentionally spread rumour. Jonathan Fennell, in his study of Eighth Army morale, relates how one story ‘took hold of the troops’ imagination’: 

In January 1942, the English and US press published a photograph depicting Italian prisoners of war ‘making merry’ with land girls on a farm in England. A week later, the Egyptian Mail published a paragraph on the photo entitled ‘Storm in a Teacup’, drawing attention to the matter in not unfavourable terms. The troops reacted with outrage. […] The censorship summary for the week 28 January to 3 February remarked, ‘the men are all the more incensed by this unfortunate affair [because] it is generally agreed that the Italians have behaved very badly towards our own prisoners’.119

  As well as avoiding this kind of error, army newspapers needed to steer clear of being seen, in William Shebbeare’s words, as purveyors of ‘official dope’ (see chapter two). According to S. P. MacKenzie, in his article ‘Vox Populi’, an analysis of 

118 John McManners, Fusilier: Recollections and Reflections 1939-1945 (Norwich: Michael Russell, 2002), p. 97. 
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wartime army newspapers, men would resist reading an army paper if they thought it 

was merely a channel for peddling the official line.120 Happily, as most army journalists had experience with the British Press, it was relatively easy for them to imitate the likes and dislikes of their fellow soldiers. Indeed, Mountbatten was convinced that his SEAC team ‘should by now know the taste and requirements of their Services’, as they had all ‘joined up from two to four years ago’.121
  Confirmation that army newspapers mirrored the style of the British popular press came when Major-General Lord Burnham (Army Director of Public Relations and formerly general manager of the Daily Telegraph) visited Italy in March 1944. Burnham reported to the War Office that he found the papers there ‘very much of the Daily Mirror school’ in which ‘a generally unpleasant and cynical slant is given to the actions of authority’. Nonetheless, Burnham had to admit that, by and large, ‘a very good job had been done’. He continued: ‘As newspapers, these papers are very much more readable and informative than those produced by our Allies with larger staffs, more assistance and support from home, and greater opportunities.’122
  Burnham’s supportive comments were echoed by soldiers on the ground. John T. Stanley remembered the air of expectancy surrounding the arrival of the Basra Times: 

My unit was at Ahwaz, right in the centre of the arid plain of southern Persia. There were several thousand troops there, all connected one way or another with the supply route to Russia. The temperature stood at 135 degrees in the shade and comforts were few. […] You can well imagine how avidly we devoured the Basra Times from end to end, even though we got it four days old.123 
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 George Angell, a soldier operating behind enemy lines in Burma, recalled that:

As important as anything were the copies of SEAC. That helped keep us sane and in touch. There we were in the clammy jungle, fighting mosquitoes, leeches and other horrible little things like Japs, who stood between us and our own troops. Yet we were able to see what Jane was taking off and read about a world back there that was normal. It helped a lot.124  

  To attract readers, army papers encouraged contributions from the rank and file. However, when poems dominated early submissions to Crusader, Charlton protested that, though verse was appreciated, and ‘it may well be that the Rupert Brooke of this war is in the Eighth Army’, what was most wanted were ‘eye-witness accounts of actions you have been in and news about your unit’. ‘Naturally’, he added, ‘eye-witness accounts should be verified by your unit officer.’125 Soldiers’ contributions were further encouraged by a Crusader competition asking for ‘personal accounts of actions by the men who have been in them’. The writers of the six best stories would be able to send a personal radio message to their families at home.126 

  As newspapers added more soldier-journalists to their rosters, ordinary soldiers’ contributions dwindled and were mainly confined to correspondence columns such as Crusader’s ‘Blue letter box – Eighth Army saying something’ or SEAC’s ‘They write to SEAC’. S. P. MacKenzie and Jonathan Fennell both argue that these columns provided a safety valve for soldiers’ grievances, particularly about pay and leave.127 

  Throughout the war there was simmering discontent over low pay and inadequate leave. A soldier’s pay, despite gradual improvements, lagged far behind the wages paid to civilian war workers in Britain, while the meagre allowances paid to dependants meant that a soldier’s family could struggle to cope. The lack of leave was a particular problem for the quarter of a million soldiers who were continuously 
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stationed overseas for more than five years. Severe limitations on shipping space meant no repatriation home, even on compassionate grounds, was allowed until the end of 1944.128 

  However, pay and leave aired less often in letters columns than might be expected as editors were careful about what to include. Frank Owen explained that SEAC would not ‘print private grievances, unless of general interest’, as his paper was ‘designed to reflect the experience of the many, not to magnify the moans of the few’. In addition, he would not ‘print letters which might impair the discipline, morale, and magnificent fighting spirit of this Command’. It was his ‘editorial duty to make these limitations in the general interest’.129 Similarly, at unit level, the 23rd Hussars’ wall newspaper discouraged its readers from using the paper ‘solely for complaints’. Complaints were ‘not acceptable to everybody’ and if the paper made enemies and got itself ‘a rebel reputation’ it would ‘defeat its own object of helping to build up a united regimental spirit’.130

  Instead, Crusader’s ‘Blue letter box’, for example, was regularly filled with mail posing questions to be answered, often ‘to settle an argument’.  Sometimes there were so many of these that a ‘We’re telling you…’ section answered questions without printing the original letters. The columns of the daily papers were also inundated with queries; and complaining letters which, rather than grumbling about pay and leave, were more likely to moan about shortages in the NAAFI, the extortionate prices charged by local shopkeepers, or why their particular unit never received a mention in the paper. 

  In SEAC, as home leave became a matter of increasing disquiet, Owen had to acknowledge that repatriation was a topic of particular interest to the men in Burma. Even so, soldiers did not always see eye to eye and SEAC’s letters column could become a vehicle for heated debate. For example, when Corporal L. J. Rosewarne wrote that he was ‘appalled at the many people crying like small children to go home’, the paper received ‘dozens of letters telling Corporal Rosewarne just where to 
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get off’. Trooper I. Brown declared that it was ‘the “crying babies” and “whining Willies”’ who had ‘proved themselves masters of the Japs’, and he hoped they would ‘continue to “cry” and “whine” until the five-year sentence is brought down to three’. Trooper S. Walker suggested that, if three years became the norm, Rosewarne should be made to stay an extra two years ‘to see how he likes it’. Corporal D. Hordle was content simply to advise Rosewarne to ‘throw his hat in the nearest river - and forget to let go of it’.131

3.9. Production, supply and distribution.

The editorial teams working on army newspapers proved to be remarkably adept at adhering to a regular schedule. Major-General Francis De Guingand, Montgomery’s Chief of Staff, ascribed the success of Eighth Army News and Crusader almost entirely to Warwick Charlton. He wrote that Charlton ‘delivered the goods’, as the ‘arrival of these journals under all kinds of conditions was entirely due to his energy, enthusiasm and resource’. He was ‘editor, publisher, leader writer, gossip column contributor, and everything else rolled into one’.132 Yet once the Eighth Army reached Sicily such close control was no longer feasible. The editorship of Crusader passed to Sergeant Douglas Martin and, as already noted, Captain Gregson produced the first issue of Eighth Army News on the Italian mainland.
  In Constantine, Algeria, Union Jack was also led by a small team. A photograph taken in June 1943 shows Cudlipp and his deputy, Sergeant Ralph Thackery, previously on the Manchester Guardian foreign desk, in a morning news conference with Lance-Corporal Jack Hallows (ex Daily Mail), Lance-Corporal Gregory Clayton of The Scotsman, and Sergeant Malcolm McLaren [Fig. 3.8].  The caption noted that: ‘All had seen active service before being gathered to perform these special duties.’133 In Italy though, Cudlipp managed ‘by hook or crook’ to recruit an ‘ill-assorted team’ of ‘linotype operators, compositors, machine-men, packers, administrators and editorial experts’ from ‘every arm of the Services’.134
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  In South East Asia, Frank Owen was supported by an inter-service team of just six, all with previous newspaper experience. Two were from the navy: Telegraphist L. E. Jackson, previously on the Daily Mirror, and Lieutenant Ian Coster (Royal Marines) from the Evening Standard.  Another two were army: Corporal H. Wilcox (Reconnaissance Corps), formerly Daily Express, and Private George Chisholm (RASC), ex-Daily Sketch. Finally, Sergeant H. V. Tillotson (Lancashire Daily Post) and Corporal H. C. Stainforth (Daily Herald) transferred from the RAF. 135

  Meanwhile, in 1944 Cudlipp’s recruitment of the recently conscripted William Connor of the Daily Mirror (see above) did not go unnoticed. In the Commons, Captain Henry Longhurst asked Sir James Grigg if he thought it ‘rather extraordinary that a man whose writings are described by a former Home Secretary as being subversive to the war effort […] should be writing the same sort of thing in the Army?’. Grigg replied that Connor was ‘not writing the same sort of thing, and the senior officers on the spot have made no complaint about his work’.136 This was not strictly true, as Connor’s reputation as an army disparager preceded him and Montgomery’s successor, General Oliver Leese, banned him from visiting the Eighth Army.137 Restricted to the Fifth Army area, Connor was pictured in March 1944 touring the Anzio bridgehead alongside the willowy figure of Warwick Charlton [Fig. 3.9]. 

  Soldiers may have appreciated army journalism but finding it on a regular basis was another matter entirely, as once copy left the editor’s desk problems began. Printing sufficient copies and delivering them punctually was a constant headache, as Union Jack explained:  

Primarily there is a shortage of imported newsprint. This shortage dictates the size of our production. […] Problem two is distribution. We are at war. And we are delivering these newspapers in a field of active warfare.138
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Army newspapermen. Fig. 3.8. (above) The Union Jack morning news conference, Constantine, 19 June 1943. Right to left: Ralph Thackery, Hugh Cudlipp, Jack Hallows, Gregory Clayton, and Malcolm McLaren. Fig. 3.9. (below) Captain Warwick Charlton (left) and Captain William Connor watch unloading operations in Anzio harbour, March 1944. 
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   Army newspapers had to integrate their operations, as best they could, into a supply structure where material vital to military objectives received priority. In his seminal work, Supplying War, Martin van Creveld explains how, in the mobile campaigns of the Second World War, victory depended on providing material ‘in the right place at the right time’, achieved by continuous replenishment with ‘ever greater loads’ transported ‘at ever higher speeds’. This concept of fast continuous supply was fine in theory, but, as van Creveld points out, ‘the logistic aspect of war is nothing but an endless series of difficulties succeeding each other’. The speed of front-line operations meant armies easily outran their lines of supply as movement was impeded by transport snarl-ups, breakdowns, and enemy action.139
  Thus, newspapers gave way to more urgent military needs and made use of whatever came their way. For example, the Eighth Army News mobile press shown in the Pathé newsreel was taken from the Germans and repaired by No.1 Workshops platoon. Charlton admitted that he had come by something that was ‘not very efficient’, but was the best available until he got to ‘where there were better presses’.140 
  A better press arrived in Sicily and Charlton thanked the Eighth Army for ‘capturing the presses and the newsprint in Catania’, as ‘during the past two years’ he had printed on anything he could get hold of. Now he could print on ‘reels of paper manufactured for Axis propaganda’.141 Major Edward Budd, a printer in civilian life, assembled a group of eleven former front-line soldiers to run the Catania plant. They included, as works manager, Staff Sergeant A. H. Hall who kept the presses ‘cracking just as he kept his two pounder anti-tank gun cracking at Alamein and won the Military Medal’. Sergeant K. G. Barker, ‘a master printer in peace time’, had left the Highland Division in Tripoli to become chief compositor. One linotype operator, Sergeant David Cochrane, was ‘used to metal as he was in the Royal Armoured 
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Corps’, while a second operator, Sapper William Short, had ‘the pleasure of setting up stories about the famous 7th Armoured Division; for whom he once cleared minefields’.142
  The first issues of Union Jack were printed on the presses of the Dépêche de Constantine. As the city was now on the Allied side, nothing was supposed to be requisitioned. But this did not deter Cudlipp who, hearing that a large shipment of newsprint had arrived for the Americans, re-labelled half the consignment for his own use. Union Jack was printed using this reassigned paper and crude Arab ink thinned with petrol.143  

  Arriving in Italy, Cudlipp joined Charlton and Budd in Bari where Budd had requisitioned one of the largest newspaper plants in the country, producing 75,000 copies daily of La Gazzetta del Mezzorgiorno. Budd faced a huge workload: printing La Gazzetta alongside army newspapers and an assortment of propaganda pamphlets. He received carte blanche to requisition all the printing equipment and paper he needed from across southern Italy. Working day and night he printed 30,000 daily copies each of Union Jack and Eighth Army News, and 100,000 weekly copies of Crusader.144

  When venturing elsewhere in Italy, Cudlipp discovered that ‘a uniform and a revolver on the belt worked wonders in speeding up negotiations’ to requisition plants from Naples to Venice.145 In South East Asia Frank Owen had no need to employ such means. SEAC was produced in the offices of The Statesman in Calcutta by ‘first rate’ Indian workers who printed ‘40,000 copies a day for an area about the size of Europe’.146
  The distribution of SEAC across such a large region to soldiers of the British Fourteenth Army fighting ‘400 miles away from anywhere’ in the Burmese jungle, and facing ‘the Japanese, the mosquitoes, the leeches, the lice, the rain, [and] the mud’ 
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was a constant challenge.147 Owen described how his paper was delivered to the ‘SEAC newspaper plane’ which left Calcutta at dawn ‘loaded with about 30,000 copies’ weighing ‘anything up to a ton’. Its first stop was Fourteenth Army HQ where the load was divided. Part was flown over the mountains to Imphal and taken by jeep and truck to the front line. Part was flown to Arakan where ‘at the far end of that run’ bundles were parachuted to ‘troops actually under enemy fire’. Delivery did not always go to plan. According to Owen: ‘There was one occasion when we dropped SEAC by mistake on the Japs. […] I don’t know what they thought about “Jane” but I know what our boys […] said when they saw their morning SEAC cascading down on the enemy.’148 

  In the Western Desert help from the air would have been welcome. Godfrey Talbot, the BBC’s correspondent in the Desert War, reported on Charlton’s attempts to reach his readers:  
The Eighth Army News had distributing points - battlefield crossroads. Bundles of the broadsheet were picked up by men and taken off to their units. So many dozen or quires were popped on to lorries taking ammunition forward. […] I remember at least once when the young editor himself, anxious for the paper to get round, hitch-hiked right up forward by jumping trucks, and then, perched up perhaps on an armoured car, or on foot, went round acting as his own newspaper boy, giving out copies of the paper to men in tanks and to infantry dug-in forward posts. [...] It was newspaper delivery under fire.149 

  In these circumstances it is difficult to envisage many front-line soldiers habitually receiving the Eighth Army News. Crusader, encountering similar problems, asked its readers to appreciate that: 

Paper is a very valuable commodity of war and the paper on which this is printed is brought all the way from Canada so you will understand that it is not possible to print enough copies for everyone. We are widely dispersed in the desert and 
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Crusader’s task is to bring us closer together. You can help us achieve this object by seeing that your copy of Eighth Army’s weekly journal is read by as many people as possible.150

    Eight months later, in answer to Lieutenant George Wallis who complained that he was ‘among those who feel that when we fail to get an issue of your paper, we are going on short rations for the week’, Crusader replied: ‘Sorry, but it is impossible to produce more Crusaders at present. We are now distributing more than 50,000 weekly and this is a maximum governed by printing difficulties.’151 This restriction came at a time when the Eighth Army alone consisted of some 220,000 men.152 

  Similarly, Cudlipp appealed for ‘the full co-operation of all Arms’ if he was to get Union Jack ‘into the hands of the fighting men from Algiers to Tunisia’. He continued:

News is a perishable commodity: if you can help to speed up the journey of a bundle of Union Jacks please do so. All ranks can help by passing on their copy of this journal to a comrade who has not read it. There should be a copy for every one man in ten - so remember the other nine customers.153

  In Italy, despite improved paper supplies, distribution remained volatile, as shown by Rifleman R. A. Freeman’s complaint to Eighth Army News: 

Your publication is A1. The only trouble is that distribution is very erratic in our case. [...] On August 29 [1943] we received for 300 odd men, one copy dated August 17 and one dated August 19 together with 38 copies for August 20. On the 24th we were agreeably surprised to get 40 copies of the paper for that day. However, on the 25th 36 copies arrived for the 21st! To date, 1210 hours, we have had no further news (but plenty of rumours). Can anything be done please? 

In his reply Charlton put the onus for distribution on individual units: ‘Eighth Army News is produced on a scale of about one paper to every ten men. It is then delivered to formations, and subsequent distribution is in their hands.’154 
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151 ‘Blue Letter Box’, Crusader, 18 January 1943, p. 6.
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153 ‘The Flag is Hoisted’, Union Jack, 22 March 1943, p.2.

154 ‘Our Letter Box’, Eighth Army News, 9 September 1943, p.4.  

  With insufficient copies to go around, whether or not a soldier read a newspaper with any regularity depended on the efficiency of his unit and the generosity of his comrades. Such generosity could soon dissipate since soldiers had other pressing demands for paper, as Lance-Bombardier ‘Spike’ Milligan (a future stalwart of BBC’s ‘The Goon Show’) discovered in Italy. Milligan regularly received newspapers mailed from home and on one occasion his mate, Bill Trew, ‘poked his face into the tent’ saying, “I ‘eard you got some newspapers.” “Yes”, Milligan replied, “but it’s all cultured stuff. The Times, the Manchester Guardian.” “Doesn’t make any difference,” Trew retorted. “I only want to wipe me arse on ‘em.”155

  Newspaper availability was further diluted by demands from beyond their target readership. Charlton attempted to restrict Crusader to the Eighth Army, writing that it was the ‘Eighth Army’s journal’ and was ‘for them alone’. However, he conceded that: ‘If members of Eighth Army pass their paper back then it is all for the good because it will help others to keep in touch with what we’re doing and what we are thinking about.’156

  There were also constant demands from other Services. In the Desert, RAF crews working in close support of the Eighth Army were keen to see Crusader, particularly the ‘Cutie’ drawn by Edgar Longman - one of their own. Eighth Army News found an enthusiastic audience amongst the Australian forces in Italy [Fig. 3.10], while in South East Asia, Mountbatten allowed the Americans to buy 2,000 copies of SEAC each day.157 As soldiers sent copies home, army papers received a stream of appreciative letters from Britain. Miss Jessie Ramsay of Lanarkshire, for example, wrote: ‘Crusader is so alive and so absorbing that I always feel better for having read it. I can never hear enough about Eighth Army.’158

  Men who were thus excluded from access to newspapers sometimes resented this leakage to others. Corporal A. Ashley wrote that it ‘would be a great idea’ if copies of Crusader were ‘passed on to help out restricted circulation’ instead of ‘being sent 
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Fig. 3.10. Flight-Lieutenant Ron C. McCathie of the Royal Australian Air Force reads Eighth Army News between operations in Italy, 1944.
Australian War Memorial, MEA 2019.

home to Blighty’ as ‘they so often were’.  Sergeant A. Graham asked if something could be done ‘about the men who snatch Crusader as soon as it gets to a unit, pass it round the orderly room and the officers’ mess and then send it home’. Charlton replied that he did all in his power ‘to ensure that the distribution of Crusader is as fair as paper restrictions and printing difficulties will allow’. Crusader was dispatched in bulk to units for distribution and he could only appeal ‘to officers and NCOs […] to do all in their power to see that as many men as possible [got] at least a shufti’.159 

159 ‘Blue Letter Box’, Crusader, 8 August 1943, p. 7.

  Newspaper production overseas was insufficient to meet every demand and the best that could be achieved was roughly one copy to every ten soldiers. Front-line delivery was a persistent problem as once newspapers left their initial distribution points, where they went and when they arrived was often a matter of chance. Whether or not a soldier read his paper depended on the efficiency of his unit and the generosity of his paper-starved comrades. The realities of supply and demand meant that large numbers of men received newspapers intermittently, or sometimes not at all. 

3.10. Army newspapers and their sponsors.
The relationship between army editors and the military authorities who sponsored them has been portrayed as tense, and even adversarial by S. P. MacKenzie in ‘Vox Populi’, and by Susan Raven writing about ‘Desert newspapers’ in the Sunday Times’ celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the battle of El Alamein. Their assessments were influenced by Warwick Charlton who, in post-war interviews, seemed keen to demonstrate his personal resolve in the face of alleged interference from superiors.  

  MacKenzie was convinced that Charlton came under regular scrutiny as ‘an independent approach did not win [him] many friends among the senior staff […] in Cairo’.160 As evidence, he cites Charlton’s reaction in Crusader’s fourth issue to readers’ letters:

We have had a lot of letters about the first number of Crusader and some have been from people who are not in Eighth Army. […] One of the most curious features […] of the many suggestions that have reached us in reply to our invitation for ideas is that most of them have come from Cairo. Now this is a desert paper. It originates in the desert and it is for the desert rats. Our chief interest is what you want and not what other people think you should have.161

160 MacKenzie, ‘Vox Populi’, p.666.

161 ‘Eighth Army only‘, Crusader, 23 May 1942, p.1.

  MacKenzie suggests that Charlton wrote this in response to changes requested by Middle East Command, but with the enemy bearing down on Cairo, it was doubtful if the authorities had either the time or inclination to question Crusader’s content. More plausibly, disruption to front-line distribution during this time of crisis resulted in a disproportionate response from base areas in Egypt, obliging Charlton to stress that Crusader was meant for the Eighth Army. And, if senior officers were attempting to control Charlton, they had left it late. Montgomery was arriving and his predecessors had been slow to grasp what was happening. MacKenzie notes that ‘those in authority when Charlton set up shop’ appeared to have had ‘no strong feelings either way about the concept of a soldier’s paper’.162  
  Charlton recalled going to Cairo to produce Crusader as a dummy only. He returned with 60,000 copies. Susan Raven records that he left behind a ‘terrific row about the cost to the army’, but Crusader ‘after one issue was too successful with the troops to kill’. His versions of events led her to judge that he had a difficult relationship with Middle East Command because he ‘always did everything off his own bat, never waited for the rubber stamp of approval’.163 

  Yet Charlton’s claim that Crusader appeared without official approval was undermined by a long message from General Ritchie on its front page [Fig. 3.11]. Ritchie began: ‘In introducing this, the first issue of the Eighth Army Weekly, I want to tell you something about the Eighth Army and its achievements.’ He believed that what had been accomplished had been achieved by determination and unity of purpose and therefore, ‘this periodical has been founded mainly to foster that spirit of unity among all ranks, arms and services of the Eighth Army.’164
  Ritchie’s remark about a ‘spirit of unity’ highlighted a key reason for any GOC to support an army newspaper. During the war, the army struggled to maintain an effective regimental system as the high incidence of casualties led to repeated redeployment. Men often found themselves transferred to units where they found 
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Fig. 3.11. General Ritchie’s message to the Eighth Army appears in Crusader, No. 1               2 May 1942.

Author’s Collection.

themselves amongst strangers, and allegiances began to operate at both higher and lower levels than through the regiment. Some citizen-soldiers identified with a division, such as the 7th Armoured Division, or a field army like the Eighth Army. Others felt they belonged more to the smaller group formed by their company, platoon or section.165

  Thus, to be operationally effective the army needed to cement group loyalty, wherever it was placed. On the front line, in particular, a soldier’s effectiveness depended on him rapidly integrating into his new unit and getting to know its leaders. Here, an army newspaper could help. While it was important to provide the soldier with the bigger picture of the war, it was vital that he read it in a publication that promoted the identity of his unit. His very survival might depend on having an understanding of its particular objectives and faith in its commanders.166

  Although Charlton’s position markedly improved following Montgomery’s appointment, Francis De Guingand found the former to be ‘an odd type’ who ‘on occasions had to be handled pretty firmly’.167 In Italy De Guingand was twice forced to intervene to save Charlton. When, in direct contravention of Montgomery’s orders, Charlton wrote an editorial criticising General Patton’s behaviour in striking a young American soldier suffering from battle-fatigue, he escaped a reprimand when De Guingand managed to conceal the offending article from Monty.  A few weeks later Eighth Army News reprinted an Italian map of Europe that omitted Poland. General Władysław Anders saw it and assumed it showed Allied plans to exclude Poland from a post-war settlement. Once again, De Guingand had to intervene to stop Anders taking his Polish 2nd Corps out of the line.168 

  Charlton seems unusual in his resentment of authority. Although Hugh Cudlipp insisted on being answerable only to AFHQ, North Africa, in order to prevent any local commander interfering with Union Jack, he was otherwise happy to proclaim 

165 French, Raising Churchill's Army, pp.145-147.

166  Ibid., pp. 146-147.
167  De Guingand, Operation Victory, p.383. 

168 Raven, ‘Desert Newspapers’, pp.145-146. 

that: ‘Never before has a Services journal been launched with keener support from our leaders.’169
  While commanders might have their own ideas on newspaper design, in practice they valued the experience of the people running their papers.  For example, General William Slim, commanding the Fourteenth Army, held, by his own admission, ‘strong views on Service newspapers’. When he met Frank Owen he ‘sat the young man down’ and ‘explained to him exactly how his paper should be run and what were an editor’s duties’. Owen ‘listened very politely [and] said he would do his best’. Afterwards Slim was mortified to learn that he had been lecturing ‘one of the youngest and most brilliant editors in Fleet Street’, and readily acknowledged that SEAC became ‘the best wartime Service journal’ he had seen and that ‘it - and Owen himself - made no mean contribution to our morale’.170

  Despite newspapers’ apparent resistance to peddling the official line, De Guingand declared they ‘offered opportunities for putting over official propaganda dealing with such matters as discipline and anti-waste’. 171 Publishing what amounted to good advice disguised as editorial matter helped newspapers gain kudos with the authorities. Union Jack, for example, printed stark warnings about the dangers of malaria. It told its readers not to ‘endanger your health or those of others’ by getting careless about taking precautions ‘like taking mepacrine tablets, changing into long trousers in the evening and arranging the mosquito net’ before going to sleep.  If this advice was ignored, there was a bellowed warning: ‘YOU ARE ASSISTING THE ENEMY AS SURELY AS IF YOU REFUSED TO FIGHT.’172 
  Editorial expertise could be particularly valuable towards the end of a successful campaign. Warwick Charlton described how he was called upon to establish a new paper in Tripoli: 

I was ordered to produce newspapers in Tripoli as soon as it was captured by our men to prevent rumour, alarm and despondency, and to provide a medium for the 

169 Cudlipp, Walking on the Water, pp.153-154; ‘The Flag is Hoisted’ Union Jack 22 March 1943, p.2.

170 Field-Marshal Viscount Slim, Defeat into Victory (London: Pan Books, 2009), p.217.  

171  De Guingand, Operation Victory, p.384  

172 ‘Don’t Get Careless’, Union Jack, 2 August, 1943, p. 3.  

British Military Government to keep the civilian population informed. I had to rely on the BBC because we were two thousand miles from Cairo, our nearest news centre. Monitoring the Home and Overseas Forces programmes around the clock, we managed to produce three newspapers - Tripoli Times in English, Corriere di Tripoli in Italian, and an Arabic newspaper.173

  The idea that an army newspaper editor could disregard the wishes of his sponsors seems fanciful, as he needed at least the tacit support of his GOC to succeed. Charlton might have tried to circumvent army bureaucracy and Cudlipp might have commandeered the odd paper shipment, but, as relatively junior officers, they lacked the authority to run their operations effectively on any lasting basis. To ensure his paper’s survival, an editor needed Command HQ to offer logistical assistance, pay for staff and materials, arrange to release men from active service, and negotiate transfers of personnel from the navy and RAF.

  The need for such support was evident from the beginning. When setting up the Orkney Blast, Eric Linklater needed Major-General Kemp’s backing to secure a supply of newsprint from Scottish Command in Edinburgh, hire the presses of the local paper, The Orcadian, for ‘a modest charge’, and canvas unit officers, all of whom ‘pledged support’. Kemp even wrote a ‘short, hilarious thriller called “The Crime of Lord Hoy”’ for the Blast’s first issue.174
  Army newspaper editors steered a fine line between pleasing their readers and satisfying those on whom they depended for support. However, as commanders needed their expertise to communicate effectively with their men and develop a spirit of unity amongst the ranks, editors were far from powerless. Commanders appreciated they were dealing with professionals from another sphere and allowed them the freedom to deliver their remit, even if this meant tolerating the occasional departure from their brief. 

173 Charlton, ‘Army newspapers and the BBC’, p.7.
174 Linklater, Fanfare for a Tin Hat, pp.182-193.

3.11. Rumblings from Britain. 

Backers abroad may have been supportive, but in Britain army newspaper features were attracting unfavourable attention. For example, following the Italian surrender the London Evening Standard reprinted an editorial from Eighth Army News that reminded its readers that the Italians were not allies but defeated enemies:

The Italians who sincerely cheer us today also cheered Mussolini. Now they find they have backed the wrong horse. Many of our comrades have been killed by Italians, and therefore, many soldiers bristle at the idea of having the Italians as allies.175

  This truly reflected soldiers’ opinion as, according to the Associated Press’s Italy correspondent, ‘British and American troops generally show considerable coldness to Italy’s conception that she is now an ally. Most of the troops outspokenly declare that they do not want the Italians as allies.’176 Churchill, however, demanded to know what steps the War Office was taking against Eighth Army News. ‘This editorial’, he wrote, ‘deals with political matters which seem clearly outside the province of a paper of this kind, and great harm may result from comments of this nature.’177
  Around the same time Crusader was censured over an open letter to Gracie Fields, the internationally popular singer. Fields toured Sicily during September 1943, playing to more than 60,000 men, and in an interview with Crusader she unwisely declared that that she would stay with the Eighth Army for the entire Italian campaign. Hence, the troops were bitterly disappointed when she soon left for the United States.178 
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  Reflecting their mood, Douglas Martin, wrote a 600-word tirade against Fields. He began:

Dear Gracie, - So you didn’t stay with us long after all. You told Crusader you thought Eighth Army saved England. You said if you had your way you would follow us to the end, entertaining us whenever conditions permitted. Your wish reached the ears of Army Headquarters and they sent you a signal saying that all facilities would be given for you to stay with us as long as you liked. They said they’d be glad to have you. You received that signal. But you didn’t stay. 
It concluded: ‘There was a time, Gracie when a lot of us loved you and your profession. You were Queen of our hearts as well as the halls. Your absence hasn’t made our hearts grow fonder.’179
  In Britain Martin’s editorial was judged to be ill-advised, unfair, and unchivalrous. Once more, the Prime Minister contacted the War Office to recommend that ‘Papers published under the aegis of the military authorities should be careful not to indulge in personal attacks and other activities of questionable taste.’ Sir James Grigg reassured him that Army Welfare had taken note and was drafting a directive to army newspaper editors outlining the issues to be avoided.180 

  On 23 November 1943 Grigg announced to the Commons that: 

A new branch has […] been formed in the War Office to give advice to editors of […] Army newspapers and to help them in supplying material for them. These newspapers are principally intended to provide news, and the commands concerned have been reminded that the editors must exercise circumspection in expressing their views particularly as they may be very widely quoted.181
179 D. H. Martin, ‘An open letter to Gracie Fields’, Crusader, No date [1943], p.1.

180 MacKenzie, ‘Vox Populi’, pp. 668-669.  

181  ‘Publication, “Eighth Army News”’, Hansard (23 November, 1943). 
  The new branch was AW3, a section of Army Welfare established in August 1943 (AW1 dealt with physical comforts, amenities, and canteens, while AW2 was responsible for entertainment, cinema and radio). AW3 was ‘to take over the direction and control’ of both newspapers published by the Army for the Army’ (e.g. Union Jack), and ‘other (commercial) newspapers in which the War Office is interested’ (e.g. Parade) either ‘through the supply of material or by purchasing copies for the troops’. Headed by Lieutenant-Colonel A. W. Chisholm, a former editor of the Financial Times, AW3 was thinly staffed for the tasks ahead of it by a group of just eight officers, seven other ranks, and two civilian clerks. The Branch also took control of the Services Central Book Depot, an event that will be considered in the next chapter.182 
  AW3 set out to address four issues. Firstly, with no overall coordination there was a ‘waste of precious paper’. Secondly, poor distribution had led to ‘real newspaper starvation in many areas’. Thirdly, newspaper finances were ‘in a chaotic state’ and the War Office was ‘pressing to have them brought into some sort of order’. Finally, ‘matter which was regarded by high authority as definitely harmful to the war effort’ had appeared in some papers.183

  As well as supporting the army newspapers that had ‘made fairly successful arrangements of their own’, AW3 set out to help publications in smaller commands which ‘had felt the lack of a uniform policy and general expert assistance’. It did this through a daily news output of 2,500 words for Europe, 1,500 for the Far East, 1,500 for the ‘News Summary sent by War Office Signals’, 750 on ‘What the Home Press Thinks’, and 500 on sport. The Branch liaised with ‘the administrative branches’ of the army and RAF Air Transport to ‘inculcate proper respect for the mental rations when transport priorities were being discussed’, although ‘fair distribution’ and ‘punctual delivery’ of papers in ‘forward or remote areas’, remained ‘difficult to arrange’.184
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  With the focus on news production and distribution, the drafting of the promised directive on avoiding ‘matter harmful to the war effort’ fell behind, and it eventually appeared in early 1944.  After stating that the aim of army newspapers was ‘to give all ranks accurate and speedy news of world and home events’, it advised editors on managing content. While conceding that correspondence columns offered the opportunity to express critical opinion, it cautioned against allowing them to ‘degenerate into a collection of grievances’. With contentious issues, ‘every effort must be made to present fairly and fully both sides of the question and to leave judgement to the decision of the reader’. Newspapers should not publish ‘political editorials’ nor include ‘comment, criticism, analysis or interpretation of news of a political nature’. There was to be no criticism of the War Office or other army establishments, formations or units and no disclosure of information that could be useful to the enemy. Comments on morale, training, organisation, and equipment had to be restrained and made in general terms only.185 

  In reality, AW3’s strictures probably made little difference. Most news items in army papers already emanated from Britain via news agencies and the BBC, with news-bulletins and wall newspapers particularly reliant on broadcast news. Like its print rivals, the BBC was subject to scrutiny by ‘a broadcasting liaison team at the Ministry of Information’ who provided ‘advice to BBC news staff’ and ‘a number of BBC people were transferred to the Ministry to ensure the system ran smoothly’.186 Ultimately, therefore, news in the army was subject to the same controls as applied generally in Britain. 

  Features were a different matter. Army newspapers carried analysis and opinion on current affairs that, as we have seen, periodically generated adverse comment from influential figures. Judging by Sir James Grigg’s statement to Parliament, it was hoped that AW3 would encourage army newspaper editors be more cautious in expressing their views but, with a staff of only fifteen, AW3 had neither the time nor capacity to monitor everything being written.
185 ‘Instructions to Editors of Army Newspapers’, Union Jack: A Scrapbook, pp.255-256.

186 Stourton, Auntie’s War, p.92.
  Thus, on 19 February 1944, an editorial by Warwick Charlton on the defeat of the Conservative Marquis of Hartington by the Independent candidate in the West Derbyshire by-election allowed Churchill to launch yet another salvo. According to Charlton, the Marquis had been foisted on the constituency by the Duke of Devonshire at ‘a snap meeting of the Conservatives’. He concluded that: ‘A stupid piece of political chicanery and nepotism’ had ‘been kicked in the political pants by the people’ who were ‘not prepared to act as stooge voters for Party machines.’187 

  This short piece of just 210 words proved to be Charlton’s downfall. In March the Minister of Information, Brendan Bracken, gave the Prime Minister a letter he had received from a Mrs Bowater, passing on comments from her husband serving in Italy.188 Churchill immediately telegraphed to General Harold Alexander, Commander-in-Chief, Allied Armies Mediterranean:   

I have received various letters from relations of officers in the Eighth Army complaining about the subversive character of the Eighth Army News. […] For instance one which is before me says:-

“In my husband’s experience the Eighth Army News is breeding discontent and doubt for the future. Its attitude recently has been strongly “agin the Government” working up to crescendo in a scurrilous leader on the Dukedom of Devonshire over the by-election in West Derbyshire. The fact that Mr. Churchill gave Lord Hartington his support appears to have no importance. My husband […] wonders why the paper should be allowed to constitute itself into an extreme political organ.” 

The Prime Minister continued: ‘I think it is much better to have the scathing political attacks made at home where they are corrected by public opinion and not circulated in a newspaper run on the spot for troops who have very limited alternative sources of information, and I think you ought to see that they are stopped.’189

187 ‘He Knows!’, Eighth Army News, 19 February 1944, p.2.
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  Alexander replied the next day, proving to be no Montgomery or Mountbatten when defending army newspapers: 

I have been going into the whole question of Army newspapers. The editor of 8th Army newspapers has already been sacked. […] I am in entire agreement with you about tone and within my powers I will do everything possible to raise it.190
  Thus, with Monty no longer around, Charlton’s wartime editorial career came to an abrupt end on 20 March 1944. 
3.12. Onwards to D-Day.

The third edition of The Soldier’s Welfare (1944) encouraged ‘the production of roneoed news sheets, wall newspapers, etc., by local initiative’.191 This more expansive approach was reflected in the preparations for D-Day when the standing orders for the 21st Army Group stated that: ‘The first duty of members of the Army Education Corps is to see that general information circulates at all times.’ The AEC decided that its orders could be best implemented by providing every unit and formation, from sub-area to field army, with its own ‘writing team’ to produce and distribute a daily news-bulletin in the field.192

  In the run-up to D-Day, AEC teams spent weeks practising the production of news-bulletins under active service conditions. Each rehearsal found technical difficulties as wireless sets refused to work, duplicators broke down, paper got damp, and ink froze in winter. Ingenuity and patience overcame all problems and the teams learned how to construct, print, and despatch a daily bulletin, regardless of conditions. Seventeen days before D-Day, preparations culminated in Exercise Broadsheet, when all teams converged on Corps Headquarters, each producing their news-bulletin en route. Afterwards, forty AEC officers and 134 instructors together with clerks, drivers, and vehicles moved into sealed marshalling areas before crossing the Channel with the invading force.193
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  The AEC’s training meant that news-bulletins were up and running directly after D-Day. They proved to be a great success and their progress to the end of the war will be followed in chapter six. In 1946 a brochure celebrating a century of army education extolled the impact of these news-bulletins on the campaign in North West Europe: 

For the first time in history the hundreds of thousands of men comprising a great army pierced the fog of battle, and knew not only their own situation, but the state of their native country. It was the first campaign in history where the battle and the issue were unaffected by waves of rumour.194
There is an element of hyperbole in this, but it shows how a thought-through plan for the dissemination of news could impact on large-scale military operations.

3.13. Assessing army newspapers and news-bulletins.
Newspapers allowed soldiers to read about current events rather than having to listen during ABCA periods. In Britain, however, persuading them to read a daily paper proved difficult, with many showing almost complete lack of interest in the latest news. Some popular papers, particularly the Daily Mirror, retained a following, but this was due more to their irreverent attitude to the army rather than their news coverage. Although not the sole explanation, the insularity of army life was a primary factor in discouraging interest in current events, further evidenced by a parallel lack of interest in news on the BBC.

  Abroad, accurate information was needed to counteract the astonishing rumours that swept around the front lines. Consequently, army newspapers and news-bulletins, designed to kill rumour, were generally welcomed. To meet the needs of their sponsors, the papers also helped strengthen unit loyalty by explaining how individuals fitted into the wider scheme of things, and conveyed official directives on how personal actions could affect overall performance. Addressing rumour, therefore, was just one of several objectives that army newspapers tried to fulfil. 

194 The Story of Army Education (Up to 1946) (London: AEC, 1946), p.24.

  Unlike their compatriots in Britain, troops overseas were keen to read the news. Their enthusiasm was helped by army papers replicating the style of the British popular press, with features such as ‘Jane’ and ‘Cassandra’ that pandered to soldiers’ preferences. However, this slant did not meet with universal approval and could have inhibited newspaper development. All the main army papers appeared relatively late in the war with Crusader arriving in May 1942, Union Jack in March 1943, Eighth Army News, as a four-page broadsheet, in July 1943, and SEAC in January 1944. News-bulletins were probably seen by many commanders as a more effective way of disseminating news. Branded as unit publications, they provided vital information on local objectives together with world news copied from BBC bulletins. Their size restricted opportunities for the sort of spontaneous comment and impulsive reporting that disturbed some officers. 

  The key issue overseas was providing sufficient copies of both newspapers and news-bulletins to satisfy the thirst for news abroad. As they were produced and distributed under conditions of active warfare, many soldiers found they were unable to read a paper on a regular basis, if at all. Although AW3 tried to improve availability, it was insufficiently resourced to make a positive impact and problems persisted to the end of the war. 
  The consensus amongst senior commanders was that where newspapers appeared they made no mean contribution to morale. However, for much of the war the army did little to encourage newspaper reading in Britain and left individual units and commands overseas to make their own arrangements for newspapers and news-bulletins. Coverage throughout the army was patchy at best and only the most fortunate soldier regularly read the news. Predictably, in these circumstances, rumour continued to thrive, troops remained in the dark, and the spirit of unity languished. 
3.14. A musical interlude.

In 1944 ABCA produced perhaps its most surprising publication, The ABCA Song Book.195 This contained songs ‘arranged to show the close connection between Current Affairs and Current Music down the years’ with music that ‘typified the native gusto, humour or heroism of the British race’.196 With songs like ‘Men of Harlech’, ‘Lilliburlero’, and ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’, ABCA hoped it would ‘remind the troops that the topical song can be rousing without being rude’.197 ABCA Song Nights were recommended, particularly when units were too busy to hold the usual ABCA period, though it is hard to imagine many officers and men responding enthusiastically to this idea. 

  In the right circumstances, however, music could do wonders for morale. Geoffrey Cotterell (Anthony’s brother) told how, in 1941, the officer-in-charge of a unit guarding a London factory bought an upright piano and placed it in the marquee used for off-duty relaxation. His unit, puzzled by this apparent waste of money, ignored the instrument until one evening a soldier, an insurance clerk in civilian life, sat down and started to play. He began with ‘I can’t love you any more, any more than I do’, and then slipped into ‘Night and Day’. Geoffrey described what happened next: 

By this time the marquee was packed full. It was a big night when Melba first sang, when Garbo talked. But it had nothing on this. The singing began at ‘I can’t give you anything but love’, and then nothing could stop it. There was a delirious atmosphere. Boredom vanished. Instead of gloomily telling each other how “browned off” they were, everybody was beating time, humming, crooning. […] Morale was up three hundred per cent. Perhaps this will seem exaggerated, but it is not. For there is something about a piano that brings back all the memories born by the old nostalgic jazz tunes. It wasn’t just music that had been brought for an hour into the camp; it was something of the old life that had been interrupted.198 
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  These soldiers were singing while off-duty. Periods spent at leisure varied between units, but all soldiers had some free time to spend as they wished. However, there was little point in trying to inspire and inform the citizen-soldier if he then spent his leisure becoming thoroughly browned off, a prey to boredom and memories of his interrupted civilian life. 

  Soldiers needed diversions to keep boredom at bay. In 1940 during a radio appeal for books, the writer and MP Harold Nicolson declared:  

Herr Hitler, as you know, has many secret weapons, but one of the most deadly of all is boredom. There may be many thousands of men in the fighting Forces who have no idea at all what they mean to do when the long dark autumn evenings come. One of the best and easiest and, incidentally, the most useful antidotes to boredom is to acquire the habit of reading.199

  The extent to which the habit of reading prevented troops in Britain and overseas from becoming thoroughly browned off will be investigated over the next two chapters. 

199 ‘Did You Hear That?’, The Listener, 5 Sept. 1940, p.337.
4. Diverting the citizen-soldier: Books for the army - supply and demand, 1941-1945.    

In 1945 Captain Henry Longhurst, newly redundant as a Conservative MP following Labour’s landslide win in that year’s General Election, recalled his time in the wartime army.  He remembered that he was ‘rarely bored’ as his solution to enduring long periods of ‘sitting down and doing damn all’ was to ‘never be caught without a book’. He concluded that with ‘the world’s greatest literature – adventure, travel, humour, mystery, philosophy, history, everything’ available to anyone ‘for a tanner’ [sixpence], there was ‘no excuse for a man to be caught with an hour to spare and nothing to read’.1
  When writing of books for a tanner, Longhurst was referring to the upsurge in paperback publishing in the 1930s initiated by Allen Lane. Lane’s innovation had been to mass-market paperbacks by making Penguin Books an instantly recognizable, attractively designed brand sold not only in bookshops and on bookstalls but also in chain stores where the general population shopped. Penguin fiction was soon augmented by Pelican Books, a non-fiction imprint largely inspired by Bill Williams. Penguin had a particular success with Penguin Specials, its series of topical books on contemporary political and social issues, sometimes published in record time to respond to the latest events. This series achieved very large pre-war sales which helped when paper rationing began as Penguin's war-time paper quota was based on pre-war consumption.2  
  Penguin did not have the field to itself for long.  In October 1935, just three months after the first Penguins, Hutchinson launched several rival brands, including Hutchinson’s Pocket Library, Toucan, Jackdaw, and Crime Book Society. By 1940 the list of paperbacks had lengthened with Collins ‘White Circle’ the most prominent,

1 Henry Longhurst, I Wouldn’t Have Missed It (London: J. M. Dent, 1945), p.21.   

2 ‘Penguin Books’ in The Oxford Companion to the Book, ed. by Michael F. Saurez, S.J. and H.R. Woudhuysen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p.1014; [Sir William Emrys Williams], The Penguin Story MCMXXXV MCMLVI (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1956), pp.10-15; ‘Penguin (and Pelican) Specials’ <http://www.penguinfirsteditions.com> [accessed 21 October 2019].
but there was also Chevron Books, Cherry Tree Books, Methuen Sixpennies, and Sampson Low Sixpennies.3
  As we learned in chapter one, in 1940 the Book Depot sent 200,000 Penguins to the BEF after discovering that soldiers preferred paperbacks as they fitted easily into their battledress pockets. Additionally, the Post Office Scheme provided the Depot with an ample supply of books and the citizen-soldiers seemed set to receive a constant stream of literature to keep boredom at bay. 

  There were, though, signs of dissent. In particular, the Library Association worried that the army’s rejection of its plan for camp libraries would stop thousands of troops from getting hold of books. The librarians felt that many servicemen would be prevented from using public libraries, particularly when stationed on remote sites beyond easy reach of their services.  As the war progressed, the L.A. concluded that though many in the Forces were finding books to read, few were reading the books of their choice.4 

  Chapters four and five examine the issues surrounding the provision and use of books, particularly paperbacks, to citizen-soldiers and while the primary focus is on books for recreational reading, there is some consideration of books for educational use. The key focus across both chapters is on how well these books boosted morale. Did they alleviate boredom and encourage self-education? Were they delivered in sufficient numbers to meet soldiers’ needs and, more crucially, were they books the troops actually wanted to read?

  This chapter (four) looks at the challenges faced by the Book Depot in providing books for the Services. It examines how library services were delivered to the army in Britain; it describes the scope and effectiveness of unit libraries; and it considers the distinct issues facing book supply to units on active service overseas. The chapter 

3 ‘Hutchinson’s Pocket Library’ in Companion to the study of Penguin Books, ed. by Tim Graham and James Mackay (London: Penguin Collectors Society, 2020), p.103; ‘Guildy pleasures’, <paperbackrevolution.wordpress.com> [accessed 20 November 2019]. 
4 Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p.108.

analyses soldiers’ reading habits and assesses their predilection for books as opposed to other forms of recreation. It ends with the arrival of paperbacks printed specifically for the British fighting forces.
4.1. Recreation and Army Welfare. 

Early in the war, the Army Welfare Directorate seemed to think that, for a majority of soldiers, reading was not their first interest. The Soldier’s Welfare informed regimental officers that ‘the evening amusements of the average man in peace time’ were ‘the cinema, the wireless, and to a lesser degree, dancing’, and that they should bear this in mind when ensuring that their men got ‘sufficient entertainment to keep them happy’.5
  Speaking to the Royal Society of Arts in March 1941 (see chapter one), General Willans made no mention of books when he outlined how his Directorate supported soldiers in ‘usefully’ occupying their off-duty moments.  His aim was to ‘give the troops “something to do and somewhere to go” in their spare time’, as there were ‘few things worse for morale than for men to be allowed to roam the streets at night with money in their pockets and no programme in their minds’. He was, therefore, devoting ‘particular care and thought to the provision of entertainment, both live and pictorial’.6
  Willans noted that although ENSA was sending ‘parties all over the country to give concerts, music hall shows and sing-songs’, even with this help, the ‘reasonable requirements of the Army’ for live entertainment could not be fully satisfied. Army Welfare was encouraging ‘entertainment provided by the men themselves’ by supporting ‘Service Concert Parties’ in many units with money for costumes, lighting sets and musical instruments. This kept ‘men occupied and amused at rehearsals’, the men enjoyed their performances, and they ‘stimulated esprit de corps’.7

5 The Soldiers Welfare (1941), pp.14-15.

6 H. Willans, ‘Army Welfare and Education’, p.299.

7 Ibid., p.299. ENSA: The Entertainments National Service Organization. 

   The Soldier’s Welfare encouraged ‘almost any sized unit’ to ‘get together a concert party of sorts’, or stage a play if someone in its ranks had experience of ‘getting up a play’. Even if this went no further than a play reading, it would have ‘served its purpose of keeping a number of men happily and usefully interested’. A ‘regular evening weekly’ was recommended for ‘such things as mock trials, debates, travel talks, spelling bees, games, etc.’ which, if properly organized, the men would ‘enjoy […] far more than their officers usually expect’. For men ‘who were keen dancers’, officers could organize ‘an All-Ranks dance’ which was ‘always a very popular event’.8

  Willans also emphasised ‘the part played by radio in welfare work’ when a wireless set could bring ‘a continuous variety of entertainment to even the smallest and most isolated post’. He admitted, though, that there were still ‘many gaps to be filled […] to meet the needs of units […] without adequate listening facilities’. Finally he described how ‘the cinematograph’ was ‘a powerful ally’ in combating boredom. The army was putting mobile cinemas on the road and ‘their particular value’ was that they could take ‘entertainment in acceptable form to small detached units who [were] too far from towns to get to civilian picture-houses’.9

  In 1941 Army Welfare was providing recreational diversion in line with what it perceived to be the interests of the average man. Willans could be excused for concentrating on live and pictorial entertainment as the fully-established Book Depot was then outside of his direct control. It would remain autonomous until becoming part of AW3 in 1943. 

8 The Soldier’s Welfare, 1941, pp.15-16.

9 Willans, ‘Army Welfare and Education’, pp. 299-300.

4.2. Books for the troops: The Services Central Book Depot.
Following its introduction in 1940, the Post Office Scheme was an instant success and the Book Depot became increasingly busy. The first mail bags reached the Depot on 27 May, and by the end of October 35,000 bags had been received. They inundated the Depot’s first home, the clothing store at Finsbury Barracks, forcing a move to the Farringdon Road Drill Hall.10
  On arrival the bags went through a four-stage process. Firstly, books were roughly sorted by size, magazines were separated out, and unusable items, such as telephone directories, were discarded. Magazines were then further sorted, packed and despatched. Books passed to a second sorting where ‘books of no useful purpose to the Depot were discarded’. On a final sorting, ‘a search was made for propaganda or invitations to correspondence‘, and books were put into categories. With sorting complete, books for immediate distribution went to the Packing Section, while items suitable for libraries passed to the Library Department which, despite the early hiatus with Cowley and Wilks, continued to operate under a professional Chief Librarian assisted by experienced staff.11

  In Britain magazine parcels went out weekly but books were not sent ‘unless asked for’, as the War Office laid down that ‘it was up to unit commanders to see they obtained the welfare amenities their units required’. However, ‘it was periodically brought to their notice in Command Orders as to how they could obtain books’.12 

  The volume of material received obliged Colonel Jackson to standardize distribution. Parcels of thirty-five assorted magazines were bundled together in pairs, while Blighty (see chapter one) was packaged as 100 copies equally divided across four issues to give variety. Book parcels comprised either 100 volumes of pocket-size books or 100 ‘used paper-backed books of the Penguin type’. Units were also able to purchase parcels of 100 new Penguin paperbacks at a cost of £1 15s. per parcel. All 

10 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p.201.

11  Ibid., pp.199-200.   

12  Ibid., p.199. 

book parcels comprised seventy-five percent fiction and twenty-five percent non-fiction, ‘the latter including a classic or two’.13 To establish this ratio Jackson possibly drew on the experience of his library staff. As Mass Observation noted, in 1940 ‘the vast majority of readers’ were ‘concerned only with fiction’. Public libraries issued ‘on average only about twenty-five per cent non-fiction’.14
  Jackson believed his parcels contained ‘something to suit all tastes’.  He noted that:

All books sent were in a good clean condition. Books which were extreme in their views, political or religious, were excluded, as was anything of a pornographic nature. Otherwise there were no restrictions - except where laid down by the Ministry of Information on security grounds. ‘Old books,’ other than classics, were never sent.15

  The Depot’s intake was sufficient for Jackson to report, on 23 January 1941, that ‘judging from reports from commands, and the lack of demand from units at home’, it appeared that ‘the recreational book needs’ of the forces in Britain had been ‘to a very great extent met’, and there were ‘instances of an excess of books’ being reported.16 His sanguinity would be short-lived as competing book appeals, a crisis in the British book trade, and Government salvage drives would combine to significantly cut his flow of material. 

  The Service Libraries and Books Fund, led by Sir Herbert Creedy, continued with its work in support of the Book Depot and persuaded the BBC to give airtime to broadcast appeals by, amongst others, John Masefield, the Poet Laureate; Harold Nicolson; and the writer and humorist, A. P. Herbert. Constant appeals were needed as the SLBF was ‘a little embarrassed’ by the ‘independent activities of the Sunday Times Book Fund and of the Royal Naval War Libraries’ (RNWL), and ‘efforts to secure  complete  co-ordination’  with  these  two  appeals  were  ‘not  successful’. 

13 Jackson, in Army Welfare, pp.198-200.

14 MOA, File Report 47, ‘Wartime Reading’ (1940), p.10.

15 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p.199.

16 Ibid., p.202.

  According to Creedy the Sunday Times initiative ‘gradually died a natural death’, as readers became less inclined to pay postage on parcels of books when they could hand them to the Post Office for free.17 The RNWL was longer lasting.  Founded in May 1940 with the aim of ‘supplying reading matter of good quality’ to the men ‘serving in the small ships and coastal craft […] who have no libraries on board’, by the spring of 1942 it had distributed ‘over a million books and magazines’.18
  The SLBF had better relations with the British Red Cross Society and the Order of St. John Organization which ‘provided books for the sick and wounded and for prisoners of war’. Links between the two bodies were ‘always friendly’ as there was ‘a clear demarcation of responsibility’ between them. Creedy maintained that the Red Cross had ‘ample supplies’ of the clean books they needed for hospital use and ‘did not find it necessary’ to draw on SLBF supplies ‘to any extent’.19 Nevertheless, despite their cordial relationship, the two bodies were attempting to fish from the same finite pool.  

  During his radio appeal in June 1940 John Masefield revealed that although demand from the Forces was for ‘about eighty-five percent fiction and fifteen percent non-fiction’, the proportion ‘in gifts from the public’ was ‘about fifty percent of each’. ‘Supplementary purchases of fiction’ would therefore be required.20 Thus, just weeks after the Post Office Scheme started, Jackson found it necessary ‘to supplement the books contributed by the public with purchases made in the market’.21 

  The market, however, was in no position to fulfil all his orders as the book trade was struggling to match supply with demand. During a BBC discussion on books in wartime, the publisher Geoffrey Faber summarised the position:

Something like twenty million books have been destroyed in air raids. […] We are short of paper. Between a third and a half of the skilled workers in printing, binding and publishing establishments have gone into the forces or into munitions 

17 Creedy in Army Welfare, p.189.
18 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading, RNWL (May 1942). 

19 Creedy in Army Welfare p.189. 

20 John Masefield, ‘Books for the Forces’, The Listener, 13 June 1940, p.1136. 
21 Lt.-Col. R. D. Jackson, ‘Books for the Services’, Library Review, 8, (1942), 169-171 

   (p. 170).

work. Yet the demand for every kind of book has leapt upwards. Before the war publishing was always more than half a gamble, especially where serious books were concerned. Today the difficulty is not to sell books, but to produce enough of them. In fact we cannot produce enough, or anything like it, although we are making our limited supplies of paper go more than twice as far as they would have gone before the war.22
  The worst destruction due to air raids took place on 29 December 1940, when over a million books were lost and the offices of seventeen publishing firms were destroyed around Paternoster Row in the City of London.23 That same night the Book Depot came under attack and ‘the enemy […] destroyed […] some 200,000 books already parcelled for despatch, as well as 70,000 Penguins and a large unestimatable [sic.] stock of magazines’. The Depot was forced to leave Farringdon Road for ‘the largest Territorial Army Building in London’ in Handel Street, Bloomsbury, where it stayed for the rest of the war.24
  Fortunately some books survived. During the autumn of 1940, with troops scattered throughout the country thanks to Churchill’s accelerated call-up, Jackson advised ‘that some decentralization of distribution by commands was advisable particularly in view of the enemy air attacks on London’.  Accordingly, sub-depots were set up at Glasgow, York, Crewe, Reading, and Belfast which received mail bags direct rather than via London. However, the London central depot continued to supply units in London and Eastern Commands and to all three Services overseas, so trouble was not entirely avoided.25 
  Pressure on the Book Depot increased from September 1941 when General Willans introduced his educational programme to provide soldiers with the opportunity to continue with their studies. Correspondence courses were deemed to be the most appropriate method of instruction as ‘most men did not know how long they were 

22 Hastings, et al, ‘Books and Newspapers in War Time’, p. 405.

23 Valerie Holman, Print for Victory: Book Publishing in England 1939-1945 (London: British Library, 2008), p. 30.  

24 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p.201. Today Handel Street continues as an army building housing, amongst other units, the University of London Officers Training Corps. 

25 Jackson, ‘Books for the Services’, p.169.

likely to be stationed in any one place, and many units were not within easy reach of technical institutions’.26
  Vocational courses in banking, engineering, insurance, and law were introduced first. Although they ‘met a real demand […] their standard was high and the narrow choice was bound to limit the number of applicants’. There were still ‘many soldiers who wished to improve their general education by means of a correspondence course’ and ‘a few months later, postal study courses were introduced in general subjects’. These took students ‘from an elementary stage up to the intermediate standard of a university degree (and even beyond) in well over forty subjects’. New subjects were continually added until twenty-seven vocational courses and 120 postal study courses were available.27 

  The Welfare Directorate estimated that these courses would require 35,000 ‘special titles’ supported by 80,000 educational textbooks,28 and the Book Depot was expected to supply these books and all the ‘other paraphernalia required by the student’. Inevitably, given market conditions, this process did not go smoothly. Jackson wrote:

Considerable difficulties were experienced at first in getting the required books as many of those selected by the tutors had gone out of print; this was eventually rectified by giving publishers special paper to reprint the books. It led to considerable delay and disappointed many students. But it was unavoidable.29

  By September 1943 24,662 men and 282 women had enrolled on vocational courses, and 19,037 men and 1,643 women on postal study courses. For a time, the Book Depot was spared the task of supplying courses overseas as it was ‘impossible to introduce the scheme in […] overseas theatres where British soldiers were serving’. It would be 1944 before the scheme reached North Africa, Sicily and Italy (September), the Middle East (October) and SEAC (November).30
26 Hawkins and Brimble, Adult Education, p.104.

27 Ibid., pp.179-181.
28 Holman, Print for Victory, p.119.  

29 Jackson, in Army Welfare, pp.203-204
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  While the figures for students were impressive, they were tiny in comparison to the total number of soldiers and the Book Depot’s core objective continued to be to meet the needs of the recreational reader. Jackson found that this was becoming progressively more difficult. He reported:

The winter of 1941 saw a heavy decrease in the number of books and magazines presented by the public. Paper restrictions were […] reducing the number of titles of paper-backed books available, viz. 200 as opposed to 600. Publishers were forced to reduce quotas, though as far as possible they always gave me preference when they could. […] And lastly the salvage campaign of the Ministry of Supply began to cut across Post Office collections.31

  Organic materials used to make paper could be replaced by rags, wastepaper, and books reduced to pulp, so a succession of national salvage campaigns made a significant contribution to replenishing paper supplies.  H. G. Judd, the Ministry of Supply’s Controller of Salvage, estimated that over 370,000 tons of paper salvage had been collected in the first two years of the war.32

  However, these salvage drives were, according to The Times, ‘another enemy of books’:

Books, in so far as they are paper, board and so forth, are salvage. Patriotism demands that they shall be swept together in millions and pulped. Competition is keen. The more books a place has destroyed, the greater its credit. If some of them happened to be valuable books, or books that some people badly wanted to 

read, it could not be helped. They had been given up as salvage, and it was a point of honour (so ran the argument) that they should be treated as salvage. […] Since a well-educated public is one of the requisites of freedom, the over-easy generosity of book owners and the stern rectitude of the receivers of salvage may turn out to have been throwing the baby away with the bath water.33
31 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p. 204.

32 Holman, Print for Victory, p. 64

33 ‘Books and Their Uses’, The Times, 17 October 1942, p.5. 

  Colonel Jackson, echoing these sentiments, warned that while his organization would make every effort to keep up supplies, particularly to ‘our growing overseas forces’, unless ‘something was done to make the main plank of the Book Salvage Campaign, “Books for the Forces”, the Post Office collection scheme would soon dwindle to nothing’.34

  Walter Harrap, the chairman of The Publishers Association, attempted to stem this wholesale pulping of books by presenting the Ministry of Supply with ‘the outline of a scheme whereby books collected through salvage appeals could be put to best use’. He argued that, as well as replenishing the paper supply, a salvage scheme should help libraries replace books lost through enemy action and deliver the increasing quantities of books required by the Services for instructional and recreational reading. Although the Ministry accepted his proposal ‘in principle’, there were ‘many people concerned in the collection of salvage who had to be convinced that the preservation of certain types of books was a national necessity’.35
  Nothing changed for a year until the Prime Minister, newly returned from visiting the Middle East, made a personal appeal. Churchill wrote:

If you had seen, as I have seen on my many visits to the Forces, and particularly in the Middle East, the need for something to read during the long hours off-duty and the pleasure and relief when that need is met, you would gladly look and look again, through your bookshelves and give what you can. If you hesitate to part with a book which has become an old friend, you can be sure that it will be a new friend to men on active service.36

  Harrap believed that Churchill’s appeal provided the pretext for a change of heart, leading to a ‘complete understanding’ between all the parties involved in paper salvage. A new organization, The National Book Recovery Appeal, was established supported by ‘every section of the book trade, the Ministry of Supply, the Waste Paper Recovery Association […] and the Services Central Book Depot’. Its aim was 

34 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p.205.

35 Walter G. Harrap, ‘Books from Salvage’, The Times, 17 October 1942, p.5.
36 Winston Churchill, ‘Books for the Forces’, The Times, 14 October 1942, p.4.

‘the recovery of large quantities of books in aid of the war effort and the direction of these books into the right channels’.37

  Colonel Jackson was relieved that Harrap’s plan meant ‘books for the Forces, and then for salvage’. He reported that, as a result of the Ministry of Supply’s ‘concentrated book salvage drives’, the number of mail bags coming to the Depot increased ‘by leaps and bounds’ so that ‘it became necessary to seek additional accommodation’ and ‘the nearby Pharmaceutical Society’s Hall was requisitioned’.38

  The Depot’s expanded workload caused problems. In August 1942 Jackson reported that as ‘the Ministry of Labour considered the work of the Central Depot to be unessential work’, civilian labour was becoming ‘virtually unobtainable’ and security was at risk due to ‘the withdrawal of loaned military labour’. Little happened until 1943 when, after General Adam absorbed the Depot into AW3, ATS women replaced civilians and soldiers provided security and heavy labour.39
  By June 1943, with the Depot stabilized, Jackson could report that in the previous four years it ‘had handled over 200,000 mail bags, which produced 10,000,000 books and over 10,000,000 magazines’, while ‘2,000,000 books and some 11,000,000 magazines’ had come from other sources, ‘all of which were for free issue to the Services’. He had also ‘sold over 2,000,000 paperbacks’ and ‘fifty thousand students’ were receiving textbooks.40
  Although these figures seem impressive, it should be remembered that, as well as the army, the Depot was providing for the RAF and to a lesser extent the navy. The numbers look less remarkable when set against the potential demand from the 5.8 million men and 640,000 women mobilized to serve in the British Forces between 1939 and 1945.41 However, when dealing with this demand the Book Depot was supported by both public libraries and voluntary organizations. 

37 Harrap, ‘Books from Salvage’, p.5.
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4.3. Books for the troops: library services in Britain. 
The librarians on the SLBF Council continued to press their plan for camp libraries (see chapter one) and, in March 1941, infuriated Sir Herbert Creedy by moving ‘without notice what was in effect a vote of censure because their library scheme had not been adopted’. This led General Willans to reiterate that library huts would not be built and conscripted librarians would not be moved from their normal duties. After keeping quiet for a time, the librarians tried again in January 1943, demanding that the SLBF be investigated. Creedy, describing this as a ‘fishing inquiry’, lost patience and recommended that his organization be absorbed into the Book Depot. This was approved and the SLBF was wound up in June 1943.42  
  The tension between the L.A. and the SLBF did not prevent librarians from helping with books for the Forces. Experienced librarians in the Book Depot’s library department assembled ‘Field Libraries’ and ‘Standard Libraries’. Field Libraries consisted of ‘500 volumes and a small reference section’, while Standard Libraries varied from 1,000 books upwards according to unit requirements and, if requested, could include library equipment such as catalogues. In line with War Office policy, libraries were despatched to units only when asked for.43

  Over the winter of 1940 Southern Command set up ‘four large libraries’ at newly established camps, but found that ‘experience had shown that present conditions do not favour large libraries and that it [was] better to have several small libraries with a central interchange depot’. According to Colonel Jackson, Aldershot Command adopted this approach ‘with great success’.44

  The Aldershot system, ‘a box or parcel system regularly interchanged on unit responsibility’, was seen as the most practical library arrangement for the army and the Book Depot encouraged units to form their own libraries and arrange a system of interchange with its sub-depots. In 1941 South-Eastern Command became the first formation to completely adopt the Aldershot system, using three new sub-depots set 

42 Creedy in Army Welfare, pp.190 -192; Hung, ‘A Guerrilla War’ pp.180-183. 

43 Jackson, in Army Welfare, pp.198-200.

44 Ibid,. p.202

up at Surbiton, Maidstone, and Brighton. Units wishing to replenish their stock were required to send in an equal number of books for exchange and were fined for books lost when returned. Jackson stated that ‘the scheme worked well’ with ‘the Army Commander taking a personal interest in its inauguration and working’.45
  Thanks to the efforts of his library department, by 1943, Jackson could claim that his Depot ‘had established 1,400 libraries at home and in many parts of the globe’.46 Despite this achievement, he admitted that his organization could not meet every need and encouraged soldiers in Britain to make as much use as possible of the municipal and county library services, maintaining that ‘the librarians in these libraries are doing their utmost to help those members of the Services who visit them’.47 

  Yet public libraries were called upon to help when their services were under severe strain. Book prices had risen by about thirty percent over pre-war levels, stretching library funds to the limit. Enemy action caused serious damage, destroying around three quarters of a million books and about fifty libraries.48 Libraries were short-staffed as nearly 2,000 librarians (approximately one-third of L.A. members) were conscripted during the course of the war. Professional activities, such as book selection and cataloguing, were considerably cut back until ‘libraries became less and less an ordered array and more and more a collection of books’.49

  Adding to these challenges, the war brought about a boom in civilian reading. With ‘black-out’ conditions restricting socialising and entertainment, and people needing to escape the strains of war, books provided a welcome distraction. Soldiers’ wives, for example, found in literature an antidote to loneliness, while thousands of individuals engaged on civil defence relied on reading to help pass the time. Increased demand led to a surge in public library use. In 1940 the L.A. recorded an overall increase in library issues of more than twenty percent, and concluded that, ‘with very few exceptions, the tale is one of record use of the public libraries in all parts of the 
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48 Thomas Kelly, A History of Public Libraries in Great Britain 1845-1965 (London: The Library Association, 1973), pp.327-328.
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country’. The rise in civilian reading continued throughout the war and the number of library borrowers kept on growing.50

  Thus, book provision for the troops was one more function placed on an already overstretched and under-resourced service. Nevertheless, ‘a good deal was being done to enable members of the Forces to borrow books from urban and county libraries, as many of them had been accustomed to do in civilian life.’51
  Most library authorities accepted that soldiers could join their nearest library with an application signed by their regimental officer. Many officers, however, were reluctant to endorse a document that potentially added to their workload, as they were supposed to ensure the return of missing books.52 In west Wales, D. W. Argent’s unit officer refused to ‘take the responsibility of signing blokes’ application forms’, thus preventing them from using the local library. Argent himself was ‘lucky enough to know’ a local householder who signed his application, enabling him ‘to borrow a dozen books over the course of a year’.53 A few library authorities argued that it was unreasonable to expect local ratepayers to shoulder the cost of providing for outsiders and would only allow soldiers to borrow on payment of a deposit. The branch library on the Brompton Road in Kensington, for example, demanded a deposit of two shillings from troops in nearby AA units.54 

  Some soldiers were willing to pay to borrow books when a local subscription library offered the most convenient service. At Humbers Camp in Shropshire soldiers took out ‘a subscription at the Boots in Wellington’ as the public library there was ‘quite hopeless’.55 The main source of books for a Royal Corps of Signals unit in Central London was ‘an 8-10,000 book 2d library under a tobacco shop in Brompton Road’. Here servicemen and women were charged a two shilling deposit and two pence weekly when books were borrowed.56
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  Although Britain had extensive networks of both public and subscription libraries, there were still remote sites beyond their reach and even in well-situated spots soldiers could find it difficult to visit their local library. They could be refused a pass to leave site, or their duties could prevent them reaching the library before closing time.57 An obvious solution was to take books to the troops and start unit libraries. In this regard, The Soldier’s Welfare encouraged officers to seek help from public librarians as they were ‘generally willing to advise on how to organize a unit library’.58 

  Some county libraries made their extensive network of small rural branch libraries available to soldiers stationed nearby and established similar-sized libraries within units. In Norfolk, for example, book-borrowing facilities were available for troops at each of the 550 library branches in the county, and at a further twenty-five special centres set up in camps. Counties also mirrored the Aldershot system by sending book boxes to units. By 1942 Kent had 27,000 volumes in circulation distributed to 189 army centres within the county. Other libraries gave books in bulk to units located in areas with few or no facilities. Manchester City Libraries, for instance, donated over 3,000 volumes to troops in the Orkneys.59
  Individual librarians helped. One unit which set up a ‘Current Affairs Room’ found ‘a sympathiser’ in their local librarian who agreed to let them have as many books as they wanted. In practice this meant providing around two dozen books weekly, most linked to the current ABCA period, although ‘travel books and picture books’ were also loaned.60 Another librarian supported a local education initiative for troops in her area. She provided substantial quantities of books to cover classes in French, German, shorthand, mechanics, military geography, and building construction.61 

  Voluntary organizations also provided library services. For instance, the Women’s Voluntary Services for Civil Defence (WVS) provided units with boxes of new books, financed by ‘the generosity of the Pilgrim Trust’.  The WVS told Mass Observation 
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58 The Soldier’s Welfare, (1943), pp.34-35.  

59 Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p.108; Kelly, Public Libraries, p.332.

60 ‘A Chance for Initiative’, Current Affairs, 14 March 1942, ii -1

61 ‘Experiment in Army Education’, The Times, 17 February 1940, p.3.    

that ‘about forty-five carefully chosen new books are packed in specially designed boxes and taken to isolated units – mainly lonely balloon or searchlight sites – left there for several weeks before a further box of fresh books is brought in exchange’. Also, there were ‘many WVS canteens for H. M. Forces’ which had ‘libraries on the premises and rely on gifts of second-hand books which vary tremendously in quality and subject’.62
  In 1940 a YMCA volunteer in the south of England, using a stock of 1,000 books, began sending small bags of reading matter to local units which he then collected and redistributed each week. This initiative was only partially successful as the men ‘found some of the books too cumbrous to be readily portable’. Nevertheless, by November 1941, 400 small libraries were available in 122 YMCA huts. Finding that soldiers preferred the ‘more convenient’ paperbacks, ‘YMCA site-visitors’ made a practice of ‘taking a selection of such volumes with them, and these were sold or given away to members of the Forces’. By 1944 ‘no fewer than 350,000 books’ had been distributed or sold.63

  The YMCA’s key initiative, however, was the establishment of a mobile library service for small military sites. [Fig. 4.1]. The YMCA derived its template from the Merseyside Mobile Libraries, started in June 1940 with financial support from the Lord Mayor of Liverpool’s Fund. The Merseyside libraries ultimately provided a service to 7,000 readers on gun-sites across Lancashire and Cheshire, using a stock of 20,000 books in seven vans.64

  By the end of 1941 the YMCA had twelve library vans on the road, ‘visiting about sixty sites a week’. As the service expanded, ‘there were seven operating in the Nottingham area alone, making fortnightly tours of seventy sites and lending an average of 1,000 books on each round trip.’ By 1944 around fifty YMCA mobile libraries were in service ‘paying regular visits to some 3,000 sites’. Each van ‘had a backing of about 2,000 books, provided in some cases by public libraries’, and ‘as 

62 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Correspondence from WVS. (20 June 1942).

63 Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, pp.115-116. 

64 Ibid., p.112. 
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Fig.4.1. Kathleen Makower, a ‘YWCA organiser’, notes down the books being borrowed by a gunner and two ATS from a mobile library van visiting a mixed AA battery in 1943.
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many as 1,250,000 exchanges of books were made each year’.  More common were YMCA ‘tea vans’ dispensing tea, cakes, and cigarettes, ‘which could on occasion also be used to deliver or collect books’.65 Despite all these efforts, units could experience fluctuating levels of provision. G. J. Marks, for example, noted that, while a YMCA mobile library came ‘twice a week’ to his unit’s current location, at their previous site a YMCA tea van had only ‘brought books at infrequent intervals’.66
  Some units waited a long time for an adequate library service. As late as May 1942, K. Mortimer, a local welfare officer helping a searchlight regiment ‘spread over a 

65 Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p.116.
66 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, G. J. Marks. (May 1942).

sparsely populated East Midlands area’ bemoaned the fact that ‘for their spare time reading’ the men had ‘bad books or none at all’. He anticipated a better future, however, ‘through the medium of such efforts as those of the YMCA and County Libraries’. YMCA mobile libraries, which he believed ‘were already in operation […] near Cambridge’, could potentially reach his sites within a reasonable timeframe. Also, the county library was finally implementing a scheme that had ‘existed on paper for some time’, and was sending boxes of 200 books ‘for a given period to one Battery – i.e. 24 single sites – the Battery Headquarters to be responsible for the distribution and return of the books’.67

4.4. Books for the troops: unit libraries in Britain. 
Much of the library endeavour in Britain went into creating and supporting unit libraries.  In June 1942 Mass Observation attempted an appraisal of these libraries and asked Major Bonamy Dobree of the War Office to comment on their current condition. Dobree replied: 

The question you ask is extremely difficult to answer. It would take months to discover any kind of average. Facilities vary enormously from unit to unit. As far as our observation goes the static units have mostly got libraries, some of them very good indeed. The County libraries, etc., play up extremely well. Many units have received permanent gifts from them, chiefly in the form of lighter fiction which has become rather worn as to the covers, and many units are supplied by them with boxes for the books which are changed at intervals. Many libraries also adopt units as regular branch libraries, which facilitates distribution and change. Some units go as far as to provide books out of regimental funds.

I’m afraid all this is rather vague, but it is about as much as you will get from anybody. The picture at all events, is very patchy and you will no doubt find a number of units which have practically no books at all.68
67 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, K. Mortimer. (May 1942).

68 MOA, 20-7-A, Forces reading: War Office to Mass Observation. (9 June 1942).

  Some units had no books and lacked facilities for quiet reading. C. F. Last reported that there were no books in his ‘modern barracks holding about 800 men’.69 D. L. Medd’s artillery unit had no books and nowhere to read in comfort as there were ‘literally no chairs in the camp and no room or tent with a fire or artificial light in it’.70 Another Royal Artillery unit had ‘virtually’ no facilities for ‘serious reading’.71 Arriving on an NCO training course, M. M. Hollis noted that his new barracks had ‘no library facilities whatever’ and that ‘the nearest books’ were ‘in shops in a town four miles away’.  Hollis thought that because personnel were ‘changing at least once a month’, a library was deemed unnecessary.72 

  There were similar stories elsewhere. During his postings to Catterick, Scarborough, and Edinburgh, W. Jones never came across ‘any facilities for serious reading’. There were ‘no libraries’ and no reading rooms, except at Catterick where they were ‘small and generally full.’ Much of his reading was done in ‘barrack rooms which were never exactly quiet’.73 It was also reported that there was no library at Catterick’s military hospital and that in regard to books generally ‘nothing was generally known or utilised in the camp or nearest town’. One nearby voluntary Institute, a Sandes Home for Soldiers, had a library, ‘mainly of historical and biblical works which were rarely disturbed from their shelves’.74   

  When units moved, book accessibility could change. A ‘small group of mobile Pioneers’ complained that there were ‘absolutely no reading or library facilities’ at their current location, while ‘over the last two winters’ at their previous site in Scotland there had been ‘plenty of books’ available.75 

  Some units had few books to cater for their numbers. In central London a Royal Corps of Signals unit of 250 men had ‘no reading facilities’ and only ‘fifteen books in
69 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: C. F. Last. (May 1941).

70 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: D. L. Medd. (May 1941).

71 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Pte. Masson. (May 1941).

72 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, M. M. Hollis. (May 1942).

73 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: W Jones. (May 1941).

74 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, Catterick. (11 June 1942).

75 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, Pioneers. (May 1942). 

the canteen library’.76 In another case, a training camp housing between 1,500 and 2,000 men had a mere fifty books in its library, of which ten were non-fiction. All the books were ‘provided by civilians out of kindness’.77
  Other units had books but put them beyond the reach of prospective readers. Lieutenant J. L. Deuchar’s section of the Army Dental Corps had ‘quite a good unit library’ which had been ‘acquired from various sources’ but ‘unfortunately’ the room that housed it had ‘been placed out of bounds’.78 Similarly, E. A. Nicholls spent eighteen months with a Royal Artillery unit before its library became accessible. Unavailability had been due to ‘laziness on [the] last officer’s part’, but the ‘new captain’ was ‘keen on more welfare, physical and mental’.79

  Likewise, a lance-corporal in the North Staffordshire Regiment reported that there were ‘no facilities for serious reading’ in his unit, although ‘an array of books was once laid out in the company office and declared to be the company library’. The books ended up ‘in a tea chest in the company stores’, a fate he attributed to a ‘lack of interest in the welfare of the men so typical of a regiment like this, officered as it is by ex-CSMs, rampant careerists and “uniform proud” subalterns’.80 Another soldier saw such indifference as ‘fairly typical’. ‘The authorities’ were ‘tolerant, perhaps prepared to advance cash from the P.R.I., but not vitally interested’. People who sent books for the troops would be thanked and the said books would ‘be dumped, perhaps where the troops [could] get at them, perhaps not’.81
  Some units relied on local appeals and donations to stock their libraries. J. A. Begin described how his AA battery headquarters had ‘a cupboard full of books which people might borrow if they wanted’, although ‘the books were mostly old novels and junk which civilians had got rid of onto the Army’. Apparently, ‘some of the less critical members of the battery read and enjoyed them’ but most used them purely to ‘alleviate boredom rather than for entertainment or instruction’.82
76 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, RCS. (11 June 1942)

77 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, J.B. Hasted. (May 1942).

78 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Lieut. J. L. Deuchar. (May 1941).

79 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, E. A. Nicholls. (May 1942).

80 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Lance Corporal, N. Staffs. (May 1941).

81 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC. (May 1942). P.R.I. stands for President of the Regimental Institute.
82 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, J.A. Begin. (May 1942). 

  Sometimes army chaplains helped with acquisitions from local communities. The acting chaplain of J. G. Mark’s unit ‘collected books and journals from his parish and other places’. He brought them to site and ‘took away any which had been read’.  There were ‘upwards of forty books’ in the unit at any one time, of which approximately ninety percent were fiction.83 At his Officer Cadet Training Unit, J. B. Hasted noted that the library of 600 books had been ‘collected from civilian sources by the energy of the local (resident) military padre’. Serving 1,300 trainee officers, the library was ‘much the same as a civilian public library’ with ‘all types of books’, although just sixty percent were fiction. According to Hasted ‘all types of book were read quite a lot’ and ‘about 75 to 100 would be in use at a given time’.84
  Not all donations were well received. On K. Mortimer’s searchlight sites, all too often ‘the country parson’ had ‘provided unsuitable books - without realizing it of course - from his own library’, and the Red Cross or ‘villagers living nearby’ had ‘only been able to present […] throw outs’. Therefore, each site had received ‘a considerable portion of unread, and […] almost unreadable, books’. Nevertheless, he estimated that a site held an average of between fifty and sixty books, ‘largely fiction’. In the next chapter we will look at some examples of books that Mortimer categorized as unreadable.85
  Overall, Mortimer felt that book provision on scattered AA and searchlight sites was ‘one of the least cared for branches of the men’s welfare’. Welfare officers had been able to do very little, and ‘perhaps naturally these isolated groups of ten to fifteen men have come a long way down their lists when books have become available’. Some units had purchased parcels of 100 Penguins but ‘even 100 books among 24 sites [were] soon read’, and ‘too often’ officers commanding the batteries had been unable ‘to find a fund which could spare the cash’.86
  Although Major Dobree claimed that most ‘static units’ had libraries, with some ‘very good indeed’, many were of modest size holding between 100 and 300 books. Sergeant Walton’s quiet room contained ‘about a hundred books owned by the unit, 

83 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, G.J Marks. (May 1942).

84 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, J.B. Hasted. (May 1942).

85 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, K. Mortimer (May 1942).

86 Ibid., K. Mortimer (May 1942).

variously acquired through Welfare Officers and from individual soldiers’. The room also had ‘a number of Penguin Specials’ and ‘fifty thrillers and wild west books on loan from the County Library’.87

  Another unit reported that despite having ‘no reading room and facilities for reading’, it owned 300 books which had been bought ‘about two years previously’. It also had fifty volumes of classics, plus 150 books from Foyles, the booksellers, a percentage of which were changed monthly. Despite some of the stock being regularly refreshed, ‘book borrowings were limited’.88
  Where libraries existed, there was no guarantee they would be used. Although the Leeds Training Depot had ‘a library carrying roughly 300-400 books, some religious, some travels’, it had ‘very few detective or love, or political, which where mainly in demand’. Consequently, no one seemed to have ‘ever got a book out either from the depot library or the public library in Leeds’.89
  On arriving at the 3rd AA Corps School located in the Marine Hotel, North Berwick, Private L. Royal discovered that most of his new squad had never visited the library and that ‘some did not know where it was in the hotel, although passing it frequently’ with the door ‘clearly marked’. Royal investigated and came across a library of approximately 300 books, 200 fiction and 100 ‘technical or non-fiction’, run by two ATS women. Although the ATS claimed that the library was popular, Royal noticed that ‘the shelves hardly seemed depleted’.90
  The same was true for ATS units. The library in the ATS camp at Didcot, Berkshire held between 200 and 300 books, mostly fiction. The stock included ‘around forty new thrillers’, seventy to eighty ‘Penguins or Pelicans’, with the rest ‘very old fashioned novels’, mostly ‘thrown out as unwanted’ and ‘given to the troops by charitable people’. Although the camp contained ‘600 girls’, very little use was made of the library. ‘About ten or twenty books’ were ‘borrowed a week at the most’, and it may even have been ‘as low as five or six’. One obstacle to improved borrowing was that ‘most girls’ asked for ‘love stories’ and the library was ‘very short of these’.91
87 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, Sgt. Walton. (May 1942). 

88 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, Unit library. (May 1942). 

89 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC man’s observations, Leeds Depot. (11 June 1942).
90 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, Private L. Royal. (May 1942).

91 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, Corporal Holdsworth, ATS (May 1942).

  Some libraries, better run and offering more varied stock, achieved higher borrowing rates. In Kent the soldier-in-charge opened his library ‘twice a day after meals […] for half an hour at a time’. In this unit of 200 soldiers, between eighty and ninety men borrowed books and many of these were ‘constant borrowers’. His library had 200 books on loan from Kent County library, of which fifty were non-fiction. There were also twenty-four novels ‘on loan from another unit’, and another 150 owned by the library, ‘largely paper-covered and small’, of which about fifty were non-fiction. Some thirty of these, ‘mainly non-fiction’, had been donated by members of the unit.  Unfortunately, ‘some two thirds of the fiction’ was ‘trash read by no-one’, while ‘recent and good classics’ were in short supply.92
  At Humbers Camp in Shropshire, the YMCA institute library benefited from professional expertise. The soldier running it had been selected when his RSM, after discovering he was a qualified librarian, suggested he take it on in his spare time. This soldier-librarian believed he controlled ‘the biggest army library in Shropshire’. Following his appointment, he arranged for the county library to provide ‘books in blocks of 150’. The County issued him with four blocks at a time, thus providing a stock of 600 books. The library opened two evenings a week between 7.30 and 8.30 pm. During the winter, between thirty and thirty-five books were issued on each open evening but in summer this fell ‘a bit to between twenty and twenty-five’. As the camp accommodated around 1,500 men, this rate implied low usage, but, as the librarian pointed out, it was ‘not the same people every time, and one book is probably read by half the hut before it comes back’. The library had between 275 and 300 active members and he reckoned that ‘about twenty-five percent of the camp’ used the library ‘some way or another’.93
  A library’s stock could, however, rapidly deplete through negligence. Public librarians discovered that soldiers were far more likely to lose books than civilians, as service life made them careless. The lack of privacy meant that any book left lying about would be picked up, passed around and eventually mislaid. When units moved dozens of books could disappear. Even where losses were contained, heavy usage caused books to deteriorate in weeks rather than years.94  
92 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces Libraries, Kent librarian. (May 1942). 

93 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: YMCA library, Humbers Camp. (20 May 1942).

94 Scarlyn Wilson, Education in the Forces, p.109.

  Carelessness also afflicted unit libraries. At the AA Divisional Headquarters library in Kensington, for example, two-thirds of the books had been borrowed and not returned. A library poster showed a smiling soldier walking away with a book under his arm, and underneath in large red letters the message: ‘HAVE YOU BORROWED A BOOK FROM THESE SHELVES AND FAILED TO RETURN IT?’. There followed a plea for the unit to return books as ‘a great number’ had been ‘found lying about in the billets’.95

  As well as being worn out or lost, the demand for paper meant books were used in unorthodox ways. Having acquired 300 Penguins for his quiet room, Sergeant Walton found that ‘an extraordinary amount just disappeared’ as he had nowhere to lock them away. He alleged that that most men in his unit had ‘no respect whatsoever for literature using, say, a Golden Treasury for fire lighting or even more disreputable purposes’.96
  Book provision to the wartime army in Britain thus presents a disjointed picture. The Book Depot was handling enormous quantities of books but whether or not they reached the troops depended on their being asked for by units. Even when received, there was no guarantee that they would be used due to a lack of initiative by certain officers. As with ABCA, in the absence of an order from their commander, officers were adept at evading instructions they deemed unimportant. Effective book utilization required officers to be interested in their men’s welfare and to find someone willing and able to organize a library alongside their normal duties. 

  The L.A.’s concern that soldiers would find it hard to access library facilities was in some cases well-founded. Many were prevented from using public libraries by obdurate officers, or extended duty and pressure of work meant that unit libraries opened sporadically.  Remote sites were served by mobile libraries but the service grew slowly. K. Mortimer, for example, was still awaiting their arrival in 1942. As they had to be requested, Field and Standard Libraries made only a modest contribution to army needs. In 1943 Sir Herbert Creedy let slip that of the 1,212 ‘static libraries’ 

95 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Libraries for Forces, AA HQ Kensington. (10 May 1942).
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established during the lifetime of the SLBF, only 223 went to army units while the other 989 had gone to RAF stations.97 
  The small size of unit libraries meant that stock needed to be replenished to maintain the soldier’s interest. The Aldershot system, in particular, depended on boxes being regularly changed. However, many libraries were burdened with unchanging quantities of ‘throw-outs’ and ‘junk’ and with paperbacks that quickly wore out. Libraries that developed an association with their local public library could at least change books regularly, although the Humbers Camp library was possibly unique in developing a relationship with Shropshire County Library that allowed it to renew its entire stock. It is possible that the stock in many unit libraries held little appeal for the average soldier: a suggestion that will be investigated in the next chapter. 

  Would things have been better if the L.A.’s plan for military libraries had been accepted? There could have been a more even distribution of library services across the army, with better overall coordination, and remote sites may have been reached earlier. But the army still held the purse strings and the librarians would have had to work within War Office directives. They could have faced opposition from unit commanders and regimental officers when implementing their plans and, in attempting to create and maintain a balanced stock, would have confronted the same issues as those being faced by the Book Depot.  

4.5. Books for the troops: book and library provision overseas.

The L.A. held no sway outside of Britain and book provision overseas lay in the hands of the Book Depot and voluntary organizations. Here the Depot’s policy of only sending books on request did not apply. Both book and magazine parcels were sent out weekly to units abroad ‘on the basis of available supplies proportioned to strengths’. Although despatched through army channels, on arrival, parcels were distributed to units in all three Services under local arrangements. Colonel Jackson laconically noted that ‘in some theatres the joint distribution scheme worked well, in others it did not, largely due to the personalities involved’.98
97 Creedy in Army Welfare, p.192.
98 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p.199.   

  In the spring of 1941 most overseas commands were reporting that book parcels ‘were being received satisfactorily, though intermittently’, and by 1942 Jackson could claim that ‘all commands overseas were reporting that they were satisfied with the quality of supplies’ received. However, ‘all complained’ of the ‘paucity’ of both book and magazine parcels and he worried that this was due to ‘extensive pilfering en route’.99

  The Book Depot also dispatched Field and Standard libraries overseas, although, as in Britain, these were only sent when asked for.  In 1941 twelve libraries were sent to Egypt and Palestine and one to Aden. In the first half of 1942 ‘five large libraries, each with proper equipment’ went to ‘East Africa, the Sudan, Mauritius, the USSR, and to Malta’. Later that year five similar libraries went to ‘Freetown, Lagos, Bathurst, 

Gibraltar, and the Falkland Islands’. During 1943 the library in Gibraltar was expanded into a ‘Central Library and Branch Libraries to cover the whole garrison’ and, replenished quarterly by the Depot, was ‘reported to be made full use of by all three Services’.100
  West Africa Command used the Aldershot system to circulate ammunition boxes as travelling libraries with each box contained fifty books from the Book Depot. The GOC, West Africa, wrote to Jackson noting: ‘You can have little idea of the pleasure this gives to men in places not easy of access; books have been virtually unobtainable, but now you have made available a regular service of exchange, the troops are very grateful’.101

  As increasing numbers of troops went to reinforce Middle East Command, the Depot sent ‘sufficient supplies of used books and quantities of magazines’ to embarkation ports for the troops to use during their lengthy voyage to Suez via the Cape of Good Hope.102 On reaching a well-established base area like Cairo soldiers found that books were readily available as part of a range of welfare amenities provided by ‘several excellent service clubs’ and YMCA Institutes.103  
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  The Empire Club had ‘bars, restaurant, milk bar, library, reading and writing rooms, hot baths and showers, hair dressing saloon, tea garden and roof garden’ as well as ‘a large open air summer cinema’. The Heliopolis Services Club, a ‘large and airy premises’ offered ‘a lending library’ where ‘stamps and airgraphs’ were sold, and a ‘large and comfortable reading and writing room’. The library at the Victory Club consisted of ‘about 5,000 books on a great variety of subjects’ housed in ‘comfortable reading rooms’. This library supported ‘a wide range of activities […] for those interested in music, dramatics, photography, debating, modern languages, chess, art and architecture’.104

  Civilian libraries opened their doors to soldiers. For instance, when D. F. Bashford, a private in the RASC and by his own admission a ‘keen reader’, arrived in Egypt he realized that he could ‘utilize a grand library in Cairo’ and soon forgot his fears of ‘being bookless in some wilderness’. Posted onwards to Baghdad, he found that ‘libraries and other local services provided by countless nameless benefactors’ were ‘always in support’.105

  As desert fighting produced increasing numbers of sick and wounded, ‘good reading matter to while away the long hours of convalescence’ was needed. Photographs taken in May 1942 show the arrival of ‘a new consignment of books at a Middle East hospital’ and ‘their distribution throughout the wards to the men’ [Figs. 4.2 and 4.3]. One caption noted that ‘next to the arrival of mail, a new book issue from the Red Cross’ was ‘the most popular event in the hospital day’. However, although the British Red Cross had already supplied ‘over 68,000 books for the use of [the] wounded in Middle East hospitals’, many more were needed. Demand for good reading matter far exceeded supply as ‘the life of a book in hospitals’ was ‘rarely more than a fortnight’.106
104 Services Guide to Cairo (Cairo: Co-ordinating Council for Welfare Work in Egypt, n.d. [1943]), pp.15-19, 27. 
105 D. F. B. (D. F. Bashford), ‘A Soldier’s Reading’, in Canteen Courier Souvenir 1 (Baghdad: Canteen Courier, 1943), pp. 41-42 (p.42).
106 IWM Photograph Collection, Captions to E 11748, E 11752.
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British Red Cross books reach a Middle East hospital. Fig. 4.2. (above) The newly arrived books are classified and checked. Note the quantity of paperbacks in the picture. Fig. 4.3. (below) A nurse helps a patient choose a suitable book.
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  As we learnt in the last chapter, when the First Army departed for North Africa in 1942 it sailed with only the most basic welfare provision and no literature of any kind. However, Colonel Jackson maintained that when the troops left Britain, ‘many unit commanders made arrangements to take books with their units’ and ‘many a man landed with a paperback book from the Depot in his trouser pocket’.107 Whatever the true state of affairs, it is doubtful if many books survived the thirteen-day passage as the War Office estimated the average life of a paperback to be just twenty readings.108

  In February 1943, as the fighting in Tunisia reached its climax, Jackson found that he could ‘treat this expedition on a much more lavish scale than anything previously owing to larger supplies being available in reserve’.109 In turn, this improved book supply to base areas. In Tripoli, for example, the Union Club, ‘the centre of social life in Tripoli for the Serviceman’, provided ‘lounges in which are newspapers and magazines’, while on the second floor there was an ‘Education Centre, where those who wish to discuss the “Beveridge Plan”, learn French or Italian, or listen to a recital of classical music, may do so, with the help of the Army Education Officer’. The library on this floor was ‘a good one, comfortably furnished and with a good selection of books’. Elsewhere in Tripoli libraries were promised but not yet available. The YMCA Services Club pledged that ‘a small library will be opened in the Club’, while at the Senior Club, reserved for NCOs, a library was about to be ‘opened […] for those who like to read a book in their spare time’.110
  Books for the front line, however, faced distribution problems similar to those encountered by army newspapers. Colonel Jackson complained that his shipments to North Africa suffered the same fate as those already sent to the Middle East: ‘they reached the base and there they stuck.’111 An officer from the Welfare Directorate in London, visiting the Eighth Army in the autumn of 1942, reported that in the 7th 
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Armoured Division there was a ‘great urgency to get more books’; while at Rear Headquarters books were in ‘short supply’ and ‘some of the books sent from England’ had proved ‘unsuitable’. This officer thought that ‘Penguins’ were ‘best’ for Eighth Army use.112

  Despite these obstacles attempts were apparently made to bring books to the Desert Army. A sequence of photographs, taken in October 1942, display a ‘library in the Desert’ in operation. The pictures show ‘tank crews of 2nd Armoured Brigade’ at an unnamed location ‘reading books they have just received from the library truck’. In one photograph ‘the corporal librarian advises on the selection of books’ [Fig. 4.4], and in another the men are ‘so eager’ that ‘they start reading their new books at the library truck itself’ [Fig. 4.5].113 The pictures, however, appear staged as the troopers are reading in full sunlight and, unlike most of their front-line colleagues, are well turned-out and seem undisturbed by desert flies that were ‘a filthy, pertinacious, excruciating pestilence’.114
  These photographs may illustrate a genuine service to the troops or perhaps were taken as part of a concurrent publicity exercise to promote the paper salvage campaign in Britain [Fig. 4.6].115 In any event, rather than library trucks, Middle East Command favoured the Aldershot system. Cairo considered the ‘box library’ to be the ‘only means’ of ensuring that books were circulated and preserved. ‘Welfare officers attached to HQ staffs’ were instructed to do ‘everything possible’ to ‘provide units with reading matter’ by ensuring that boxes were regularly exchanged and periodically called in for the renewal and replacement of books.116

  Box libraries were especially welcomed by the Royal Corps of Signals, Middle East, who had over fifty small groups strung out across the desert from Tunisia to Baghdad looking after the trunk telephone routes: ‘Four chaps in an improvised tent, in the sort of heat which makes the drips run off the end of your nose.’ Their ‘only companions’
112 Morgan, Army Welfare, p.116

113 IWM Photograph Collection, Captions to E 18027, E 18028.

114 The Eighth Army, September 1941 to January 1943 (London: HMSO, 1944), p. 9. 
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116 Army Welfare as applicable to the Middle East (Cairo: GHQ, MEF, 1942), pp. 26-27.
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A library in the Desert. Fig. 4.4. (above) The corporal librarian advises on the selection of books. Fig. 4.5. (below) The men start reading their books at the library truck itself.
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Reading in the Desert. Fig. 4.6. A soldier reading with an anti-aircraft gun in the background. The picture was taken in October 1942, ‘at the request of Mr. Deverson’ of the Ministry of Information, for the paper salvage campaign.  

© IWM E18752
were ‘the flies’ and, ‘day in, day out’, their ‘only virtual recreation’ was ‘the next spell of duty’. To alleviate their isolation the Corps started a ‘Desert Library’ of book boxes with the eventual aim of having enough ‘to give each test point a fresh box every week’. By the summer of 1943 forty-seven boxes had been distributed and fifteen more were needed to ‘complete the scheme’. To fill and replenish boxes ‘Penguins […] magazines […] and illustrated papers’ were needed together with ‘Bibles and good literature,’ which were ‘hard to obtain’ in the region. The Corps appealed to relatives in Britain, when sending ‘a parcel of papers’ to their ‘son, husband or boy’, to ‘enclose a note asking him to forward them to the Desert Library’ once he had read them.117

117 ‘Our Desert Library’, Jimmy: The Magazine of the Royal Corps of Signals in Middle East, Summer, 1943, p.6.  

  In Italy a similar pattern emerged of reasonable provision in base areas and poorer availability on the front line. In Rome, for example, the second floor of the YMCA Centenary Club held a library of 10,000 books where soldiers could ‘exchange any book’ they had brought with them, or they could ‘buy a book for 40 lire, which may be exchanged later at any Welfare library’. On the third floor they could visit the News Room where they would find ‘the latest pictures of the war, together with up-to-date maps of the battle fronts’.118
  While recovering from sandfly fever in a military hospital near Naples, Spike Milligan discovered three trestle tables in his ward ‘loaded with books, periodicals and newspapers’. On one of the tables was an old Italian wireless playing ‘music from Allied Forces Network in Algiers’. In contrast, while waiting to return to duty in the Corps Reinforcement Camp, Milligan found there was ‘no transport, no entertainment, no money. The boredom was unbelievable […] if a man sneezed, it was considered entertainment.’119 Things changed yet again when he transferred to 2nd Echelon Headquarters on clerical duties. There the librarian, Corporal John Hewitt, attempted to ‘foster the written word’. According to Milligan, ‘till he arrived our library had no one in charge of our book. He put this to rights by procuring numerous volumes.’120

  In rest camps set up to allow soldiers time away from the rigours of front-line duty, books were more plentiful. At an Eighth Army rest camp built ‘near a pleasant Adriatic coast town’ north of Bari to house 5,000 men and 250 officers taking a ‘respite from battle’, each of five clubrooms had ‘easy chairs, radio, magazines and indoor games’, and ‘plenty of books’ were ‘available from the free library’.121

  Part of the 78th Division’s rest camp was located in a ‘palazzo’ loaned ‘through the kindness of Baron Tannoso (Italian nobleman)’. A ‘welcome feature’ of the palazzo was its library, and Privates Harris and Bladen were photographed browsing its shelves assisted by Private Austen who had come ‘out of the line two weeks ago’ to become the ‘permanent librarian’ [Fig. 4.7].122 However, amenities at the rest camp 
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near Naples for British troops in the Fifth Army were more basic. There the ‘library and information centre’ was housed in a Nissen hut while in the ‘reading tent’ soldiers perused books and magazines by the light of a single bulb [Fig. 4.8].123

  By the summer of 1944 book stocks in Italy were sufficiently low for General Alexander to make a personal appeal to the British public to renew his ‘depleted supplies’ by donating more books to the Book Depot. He told them: ‘Very many of my soldiers feel this lack of good and interesting reading as much as, if not more than, any lack of rations and cigarettes and the more usual comforts.’124 Maybe the short stories in Crusader helped to alleviate their discomfort.

  Despite Alexander’s plea, books remained scarce at the front line. When Crusader reporter Cyril James visited five Eighth Army anti-tank gunners in an advanced position in February 1945, he looked around their billet and ‘couldn’t help thinking that if all forward gun teams had so little reading material as these men it wouldn’t be a bad idea if someone got busy and sent a few books along’. ‘Their entire library’, he wrote, ‘consisted of one Black Mask thriller (very torn), Tarzan of the Apes, and some army newspapers and a few local newspapers which their people had sent out from the UK.’  The gunners told James that ‘they had no permanent radio set, but every so often they had the use of a set which toured other batteries in turn. It didn’t work out at many hours’ listening per fortnight.’125

  Italy’s sporadic problems paled into insignificance when compared to those in  South East Asia, where for most of the war the troops felt deprived of even the ‘ordinary reasonable amenities of life’.126 Welfare on the front line was poor at best and sometimes non-existent. When Burma Corps, under General Slim, retreated in 1942, the conditions in which troops were fighting and living were ‘exceptionally tough’ and morale was very low. The men had no amenities: ‘Nothing to read, nothing to drink, nothing to smoke.’127

123  IWM Photograph Collection,  Captions to NA 13698, NA 13074.
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Rest camps in Italy. Fig. 4.7 (above) Privates F. Harris (East Surreys) and L. Bladen (Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders) browse the shelves of Baron Tannoso’s library, helped by the librarian, Private R. Austen.  Fig. 4.8 (below) The reading tent in the rest camp for British troops of the Fifth Army.
© IWM NA 8875, NA 13074
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  By 1944, although ‘great efforts’ had gone into trying to improve general welfare in SEAC, book provision had barely changed. In September there was ‘a great shortage’ of books in the command. During 1945 ‘some 650,000 books’ were sent from Britain and British troops were supplied ‘on a scale of six books per man per year’. Yet once again logistics got in the way. Owing to ‘delays in shipping and transhipment at Calcutta’, consignments were taking ‘up to six months’ to travel from Britain to Singapore.128 
  Book supply was better organized in North West Europe after D-Day, although, again, supplies to the front line were often limited. The administrative arrangements for 21st Army Group ‘strongly recommended’ providing small unit libraries as ‘the best method of satisfying the insistent demand for good reading material’, but observed that, as there was ‘no provision in the transport of units for the carriage of such libraries’, they had to be small so they could be ‘accepted as an overload of equipment’. The arrangements also noted that mobile libraries were ‘of great value, especially in assisting smaller units which are unable themselves to carry unit libraries’.129 One of these libraries was photographed parked in front of the ‘damaged buildings’ of the ‘frontline village’ of ‘Mock’ [Fig. 4.9].130 

  Book scarcity abroad, as in Britain, was exacerbated by soldiers’ negligence. There were many ways for books to disappear. When Corporal Hewitt demanded to know why Spike Milligan had borrowed Dante’s Divine Comedy for more than two months, Milligan dared not confess that it was being used as a counter-weight on his mate Steve Lewis’s mosquito net.131 Posted on from Egypt to Iraq, D. F. Bashford recalled that, while crossing hundreds of miles of desert in a crowded army truck, his paperback copy of Disraeli by André Maurois was ‘passed round the party until, tattered and torn and robbed of all other value, it met a useful end in that paper-starved community’.132
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Fig. 4.9. Soldiers of the 5th Battalion, The Dorsetshire Regiment queue for books at a mobile library in Mock, November 1944. Mock is perhaps a misprint of Mook, a village in the south Netherlands near to where the battalion had been in action.
© IWM B11783
  In Kenya an irate civilian complained to East Africa Command that he or she had been unable to borrow ‘a certain book from the library to which I belong’ as ‘the serviceman (or woman!) who last had the book out on loan has since moved’. This was a frequent occurrence as ‘servicemen often join libraries and then leave town with a book still in their possession’. This civilian, noting that the paper shortage had limited books ‘to the barest minimum’, appealed ‘to all servicemen to play the game’.133

  Problems in Britain, with supplies from the book trade and dwindling returns from appeals, inevitably affected book provision overseas. However, logistical problems combined with extensive pilferage and wastage exacerbated matters and a soldier’s access to books and library facilities could be much worse than at home. Libraries

133 ‘Letter Box’, Off Parade: East Africa Command Weekly Review, 12 June 1943, p.8. 

were established in base areas, often with the help of voluntary organizations, but as they were usually situated in off-site service clubs men still needed a pass to visit them. Books could be scarce or non-existent on the front line and the fighting soldier might only find one during an infrequent break at a rest camp. As late as 1944, books were only reaching forward positions as an overload of equipment. 

4.6. The reading habits of citizen-soldiers. 

As already noted, the war saw a boom in civilian reading and, as they reflected the profile of British society, it could be assumed that the prevalence of reading amongst citizen-soldiers would also rise. Early on this seemed to be happening. In 1940 an adjutant in the Tank Corps complained to the Yorkshire Post that his men were ‘crying out for books, books, books’. ‘The modern army in its spare time’, he declared was ‘a reading army’ that ‘hadn’t enough books to go round’.134 This was spoken when the Book Depot was attempting to supply an army that was rapidly expanding under Churchill’s accelerated call-up. Later evidence from the Mass Observation archive suggests that, as the war developed, the troops acquired more nuanced reading habits.  

  On K. Mortimer’s searchlight sites, for example, some men were content to ‘read practically nothing apart from the comic strips in the Daily Mirror’. At the other end of the spectrum ‘almost every site’ had a ‘man or two’ of ‘above average intelligence’, either ‘occupied with the War Office correspondence courses’ or with books they had been able ‘to obtain themselves’. Other men needed only ‘paper-covered books and magazines from Woolworths’, while large numbers made do with ‘bad books or none at all’.135

  Conditions on site did not help. The junior officer encountered in chapter two, struggling to concentrate on his reading at AA gun-sites, noted that conditions were just as difficult for his gunners: 

The public place, the canteen is always too noisy for reading. In their huts which hold 10 to 15 men, there will be about 6 in an evening, talking, smoking, writing 

134 ‘This World of Ours’, The Yorkshire Post and Leeds Mercury, 6 May 1940, p.3. 

135 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, K. Mortimer (May 1942). 

letters etc. Here again it is impossible to concentrate for long. The light is probably poor, maybe only hurricane lamps, and it is uncomfortable sitting on the bed. […] Although the men have spare time […] much is spent on cleaning kit etc, in talking or listening to the radio in the canteen. With so many distractions and the difficulty of concentration, together with long hours of duty if alarms are common, reading is difficult and requires determination.136

  Consequently, Mass Observation was told that on AA sites ‘the average man’ read very little and ‘even the more educated men’ were unable to ‘concentrate on anything very much’. The report continued:

Being in the army seems to have that peculiar effect on most men. They want something light, and slightly pornographic, to relieve them, something they can enjoy almost without being consciously reading […] it’s a form of escape, from a job which is usually uncongenial, in surroundings away from home. 137
  In central London, in a Royal Corps of Signals unit dealing with ‘highly technical equipment’, there was no demand for ‘a better level of literature’, even though its men were ‘more intelligent than the average soldier’. When questioned as to whether he or ‘his mates’ might be persuaded to read ‘good books’ if they were provided, a soldier replied that the need was for books that would ‘take their minds away from their work’. Perhaps ‘one or two’ would read them but he did not ‘really think any man in this army, even officers’, could ‘sit down and read heavy stuff for any length of time’.138

  An officer stationed at York was, however, representative of those who adjusted to army routines and continued to read. York’s ‘fairly good public library’ provided ‘most’ of the books he required and he borrowed ‘three books per fortnight’ with his choice ‘mainly conditioned by the availability of a book at the library’. In addition, he purchased ‘three or four’ books a year and borrowed ‘perhaps half a dozen’ in a year 
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137 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, AA gun sites. (11 June 1942).

138 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC man’s observations, RCS. (11 June 1942)

‘from friends’.  Nevertheless, the war affected his reading and he had ‘certainly read less since war began’ as he was working longer hours. Also, as frequent moves meant he kept his ‘personal possessions down to a minimum’, he had resisted ‘the temptation to buy a book on many occasions’. In eight pre-war years he had ‘bought about thirty books’ but since the war began he had ‘bought about half a dozen’. He now only bought a book if he considered it ‘worth reading over and over again’.139

  This officer’s remark about reading less due to working longer hours echoes Anthony Cotterell’s observation in the last chapter about days in the army being consumed by ‘so many things to think of’ that newspaper reading suffered. The army found plenty to keep its men occupied. New conscripts may have resented the bullshit nature of basic training, but at Leeds Training Depot the intensive programme was exhausting, leaving little time or energy to read. Days were spent ‘doing fatigues […] with continuous parades’ and ‘most of the time it was just a case of picking up a novel or magazine reading a few lines, and rushing on parades again’. Any spare time was spent in the canteen where the men talked and read the ‘lighter kinds of books and magazines, which were usually lying there’. Otherwise minds were occupied by ‘grumbling about the conditions’ and worrying ‘about the next place and the date of [the] next posting’.140 This partly explains why no one ever borrowed from the Leeds Depot’s library.

  The hard work continued after basic training. The soldier-in-charge of the unit library in Kent discovered that opening his library depended ‘on the amount of bullshit parades at the time’. Although library turnover had been about six books per day, following an increase in ‘intrusive bullshit’ hardly anyone came in as they were ‘all too busy blancoing’.141 Elsewhere in Kent the men of 183rd Field Ambulance had ‘little time for serious reading’. Private Masson reported that in one week no one in the unit had read anything due to an ‘intensive combination of P.T. at 6.45am’, fatigues or duties in the mornings, ‘bullshit parades, route marches etc.’, in the afternoons, and evenings spent ‘either blancoing and polishing or thankfully rushing out to forget it all in pubs’.142

139 MOA, Directive 3174-0-4: Army Officer, books & reading. (June 1942).

140 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC man’s observations, Leeds Depot (11 June 1942)

141 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces Libraries, Kent librarian. (May 1942). ‘Blanco’, the trade name of a compound used by soldiers to clean and colour their gear, was also used as a verb as in ‘to blanco a piece of equipment.’
142 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, Pte. Masson. (May 1942).
  In Lieutenant H. B. M. Murphy’s infantry regiment ‘education and amusement’ were all ‘very definitely subordinated to military training’, which was ‘intense’ and becoming more so, in order to make ‘a good fighting unit’. No ‘obstruction’ was ‘deliberately placed in the way of free thought’ but any non-military activity definitely took ‘second place’.143 Other units were continuously working. A corporal stationed at an AA Divisional Headquarters reported that there was ‘no real time or opportunity’ for reading as the unit worked from 6.15 am until 8.00 pm with two hours for meals. Although one or two might read, most ‘chaps when they get a night off can’t be bothered. They work hard during the day and go off at nights.’144

  The Humbers camp librarian was in no doubt that the volume of work done by the RAOC men on site discouraged reading. As he reported to Mass Observation:

I can tell you straight away that the root cause of any lack of interest [in reading] in the camp is that the fellows haven’t got enough time. Nobody in authority up here realises exactly how much work is done in the sheds, and that the men get so much to do that they just go back to bed. 

His library had been ‘unable to open for three weeks’ as both he and his assistant ‘were working until nine every library night’. In his eyes, ‘that was ridiculous.’145
  Leisure in the wartime army could thus be limited and not all soldiers experienced Churchill’s ‘long hours off duty’. Rather than picking up a book a man ‘caught with an hour to spare’ could choose to write home, talk, listen to the radio, play games or, if allowed to leave site, go to the pub or cinema.  A soldier in a ‘busy’ RAOC unit told Mass Observation that reading was ‘of minor importance’ and ‘a fallback’ if there was nothing better to do. He estimated that ‘between 95 and 98 percent of the men’ in his unit would ‘willingly stop’ reading at ’the very first moment that some opportunity [came] along’. He had observed their behaviour ‘plenty of times’ in the recreation rooms where they wandered in, ‘usually half an hour to an hour before the pubs or the cinema open’. If they found no one to talk to, they picked up a magazine or 
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looked along shelves of books ‘without the slightest sign of interest or knowledge, aimlessly, hopelessly’. Having found something, some soon walked out or dropped off to sleep, while others seemed ‘acutely intent’, but when it came time to leave put their book aside, never to look at it again. Books ‘left about a hut’ met with the same response. A man might pick one up and begin to read but would soon ‘drop it for a game of cards or a comedian on the wireless or for bed’. This soldier put ‘the average reading time’ of a man in his unit at ‘ten minutes a day’ and thought that the only time ‘any connected reading’ was ever done was ‘last thing at night in bed’.146
  When units operated with less pressure, they had more time-off. At a Field Artillery Training Regiment near Bristol the trainees had ‘a great deal of spare time in privacy for reading’. The camp held about 230, with ‘slightly more women than men’, and the library was ‘extremely popular and well-used’. The ATS borrowed ‘four times more than men’ because as telephonists, spotters, and clerks, they had ‘time to read during long hours of duty’.147 Similarly, at Catterick military hospital ‘the staff was large and there was much spare time’ which ‘together with winter evenings caused people to remain in the barrack rooms a great deal on their time-off’. There they ‘wrote letters and read whatever books were available’.148

  Things were even more relaxed at a large E.M.S. hospital in County Durham. There, a small unit of eight RAMC clerks and twelve Durham Light Infantry guards ‘had the quietness and facility for concentration’ and ‘nearly all read a lot’. The work was ‘slack’, the atmosphere ‘very quiet and peaceful’, and there was ‘no real army discipline’. Everyone was billeted with civilians where they were ‘made to feel at home’ and ‘felt at peace and enjoyed their reading’.149 This final comment illustrates the value of General Willans’ efforts to facilitate closer contacts between soldiers and civilians (see chapter one).
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149 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, EMS Hospital. (11 June 1942). The Emergency Medical Service (E.M.S.) was established to provide hospital beds for the large numbers of casualties anticipated from aerial bombing. Casualties proved lighter than anticipated leaving large numbers of empty beds staffed and available throughout the war. 
  For civilians, black-outs and long winter evenings at home meant ‘lots more leisure for reading’. Joseph McAleer, in his study of popular reading in twentieth-century Britain, cites an article in The Publishers’ Circular stating that, in most homes, reading had supplanted the wireless as the principal leisure activity: ‘The wireless is often in use only for news, being switched off at other times so that the wailing of sirens cannot be missed. Then a book provides just the relaxation required, and if it becomes necessary to take cover the enforced inactivity can be profitably employed.’150 It seems likely that the author of this piece never tried to read during an air raid. 

  The surge in civilian reading was not matched across the army. Soldiers were off-duty only when the army decided they were and many units were continually busy on essential work, while others were adept at keeping men busy with bullshit training or duties. Soldiers lived a communal existence where it was impossible to concentrate for long. A lack of privacy may have irritated keen readers, but for many it provided companionship and a distraction from army life. Men in units with low workloads, such as those at the E.M.S. hospital, could maintain a reading pattern that bore some resemblance to the civilian model. Others, however, were more interested in listening to the wireless or visiting the cinema; two leisure pursuits that overtook reading as a first choice activity for many during the interwar period. 

  As Noreen Branson and Margot Heinemann, in their study of Britain in the 1930s, point out: this was a time ‘when the mass media – press, radio, film, gramophone records – first began to assume their full modern shape and importance in people’s lives’.151 Radio became enormously popular and influential. In 1927 when the BBC was granted its Royal Charter, there were 2.2 million radio licence-holders in Britain. By 1939 this had climbed to nine million and the BBC estimated it had an audience of thirty-four million listeners out of a population of forty-eight million.152 The arrival of talking pictures in 1929 opened a new era in the cinema and by 1937 twenty million 
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people were ‘going to the pictures’ each week. In these years Hollywood dominated the British screen, bringing glamour and escapism to the urban working class in general and women and young people in particular.153 Willans was right to emphasise the part that live and pictorial entertainment could play in sustaining the morale of his citizen-soldiers. 
4.7. Books exclusively for soldiers.
In 1941 the Army Welfare Directorate primarily focused on live and pictorial entertainment, but by 1943 The Soldier’s Welfare was acknowledging that ‘some men can find their own entertainment in reading, writing and hobbies’ and advising that ‘their principal requirement is often a good light, and officers should look carefully to the lighting of huts, billets, etc’.154 This advice, though, failed to acknowledge that a primary need might be access to books. 

  By this time, however, the Directorate had a plan to produce books specifically for the army. In September 1942 General Willans announced a scheme that would ‘safeguard the reading rations of the three Services’. Willans admitted that the shortage of books particularly hit ‘men and women stationed in out-of-the-way spots’, and although the county libraries and the Book Depot had done ‘magnificent work’, they single-handedly could not ‘satisfy the immense appetite for books’ found in ‘the Services today’. For these reasons ABCA and the Book Depot had ‘started the Forces Book Club’ (FBC).155

  Penguin Books were the inspiration behind the FBC, an imprint created by the firm to publish paperbacks exclusively for the Armed Forces. FBC titles were distributed by the Book Depot and in 1943 Colonel Jackson commissioned Collins and the British Publisher’s Guild to produce Services Editions: another paperback series produced expressly for the Services. Between 1942 and 1946 the FBC and Services Editions issued over 600 titles. 
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  These titles were thought suitable to relieve the boredom of citizen-soldiers. Whether this was true in practice will be scrutinized in the next chapter, which takes an in-depth look at the books circulating in the wartime army. It examines what soldiers wanted to read, what was available for them to read, and what was actually read.  

5. Diverting the citizen-soldier: Penguins, ‘pulps’ and Services Editions, 1942-1945. 

In Officers and Gentlemen, the second volume of Evelyn Waugh’s trilogy about the Second World War, the men of ‘X Commando’ training on the ‘Isle of Mugg’ spent their evenings in the hotel lounge which ‘was full of silent figures reading novels - No Orchids for Miss Blandish, Don’t, Mr Disraeli, the Chartreuse de Parme and other oddly assorted works of fiction passed from hand to hand’.1
  Waugh’s episode illustrates the varied novels being read by soldiers, ranging from a violent and sadistic thriller, through a comic retelling of the Romeo and Juliet story transferred to the Victorian age, to Stendhal’s French classic. X Commando’s reading reflected reality. Colonel Jackson recorded that ‘ninety-nine per cent of the demands’ to the Book Depot were for novels, particularly ‘light fiction and detective stories and thrillers’.2 

  In this chapter we will examine the titles demanded by soldiers set against what was actually provided. To do this it would be useful to ‘enter the minds of ordinary readers […] to discover what they read and how they read it’. But this is difficult as ‘one of the problems facing historians of reading is the paucity and unreliability of the evidence’.3

This is especially true of wartime soldiers who, as ordinary individuals recording their part in extraordinary events, were often too preoccupied with other matters to write about their routine activities.

  Instead, this chapter relies heavily on the survey reports of Mass Observation. Although these tell us little about how individual soldiers responded to what they read, they include contemporary information on the titles favoured by the troops and the kinds of material held in unit libraries and delivered to army posts. The chapter, therefore, provides a useful insight into soldiers’ reading preferences and how well these correspond to what was provided. 

1 Evelyn Waugh, Officers and Gentlemen (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964), p. 81.

2 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p. 202.   

3 Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), pp.1-3; Mary Hammond, ‘Book history in the reading experience’, in The Cambridge Companion to the History of the Book, ed. by Leslie Howsam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015) pp.237-252 (p.240).

5.1. Books popular with soldiers.  

Novels may have been popular but some were more popular than others as citizen-soldiers displayed a marked preference for light undemanding fiction. Private Masson told Mass Observation that ‘among the men’ the most popular book was ‘the thriller’, while Private L. Royal felt that ‘generally’ detective stories and thrillers were ‘most popular’ in the army. At the ATS camp at Didcot the thrillers in the library were ‘by far the most popular’ and, according to the unit librarian in Kent, ‘detectives and thrillers’ were ‘frequently asked for’. The WVS noted that ‘a very great demand exists for Wild West novels’; in Humbers Camp ‘the main body’ were ‘always asking for Westerns and mysteries’, while in the busy RAOC unit ‘detective stories, particularly thrillers, and also Westerns’ were ‘what people read for choice’.4

  Reading as a form of escape was not unique to the wartime army. A strong demand in Britain for the ‘lighter kind’ of fiction was first noticed around 1914 when it provided a ‘distraction from the worry of the times’. Light reading continued to increase into the twentieth century as war was followed by economic depression. Indeed, Joseph McAleer argues that escapism appeared to be the principal motive in reading among the lower-middle and working classes between 1914 and 1950.5 
  According to The Publishers’ Circular, novel reading by the working classes was not altogether desirable since they had ‘no taste in literature’ as their reading was limited to cowboy stuff, thrillers, love stories and adventure. By 1939 the Circular concluded that ’the great British book-buying public’ were ‘choosing the lighter books these dark days, and leaving the heavier ones for future happier times and occasions’.6

  Particularly popular with working-class readers were the all-fiction ‘pulp’ magazines, originating in America and named after the cheap wood pulp paper they were printed on. There were hundreds of pulps, ‘each devoted to the thrills or heartaches’ of a 
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6 Ibid., pp. 73-80.

particular genre: detective, war, western, love and romance, science fiction, or sport. The pulps proved highly popular in Britain, selling for 2d. in newsagents and Woolworths after often arriving as ships ballast from the United States.7
  Reports to Mass Observation used the terms ‘mystery’, ‘detective story’, and ‘thriller’ interchangeably but all three have distinct characteristics. The mystery story creates an atmosphere of suspense and menace that threatens its central characters. The detective novel typically presents a seemingly insoluble murder as a puzzle to be solved by investigators using their own specialist techniques, and the plot centres on the investigation rather than the crime. The growth of detective fiction after the First World War ushered in its so-called ‘Golden Age’ when the absence of violence allowed readers to enjoy the story as relatively cosy entertainment.8

  The thriller is set in a world dominated by criminal or political intrigue where the hero is forced into action by threats from shadowy forces beyond his control. The spy story, rooted in the convergence of politics and crime, is typical of the genre, as is the ‘hard-boiled’ school of crime writing originating in American pulps during the 1920s. Hard-boiled fiction usually features a lone sleuth pitting himself against hardened criminals in a violent world of greed, corruption, and alienation.9 Some British imitators of the hard-boiled style ventured beyond accepted norms with stories featuring extreme sex and violence: a notorious example being No Orchids for Miss Blandish by James Hadley Chase. 

  On first publication in 1939, the publisher’s blurb for No Orchids proclaimed it to be ‘the toughest novel you ever read’ and continued: ‘This is a tale of a girl kidnapped by

ruthless gangsters told with incredible and sustained brutality.’ The book was sufficiently shocking for George Orwell, in his essay ‘Raffles and Miss Blandish’ (1944), to deplore the novel’s naked sadism and declare that its appeal was intimately akin to the psychological appeal of fascism and totalitarianism.10
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  Prior to Orwell’s denunciation, Mass Observation was told that No Orchids was ‘probably the widest read book in the British Army’. Sergeant Walton noted that perpetual demands ‘for something to read by the pornographically minded’ seemed ‘to be satisfied by the various concentrations of well thumbed copies of (e.g.) No Orchids’. On his searchlight sites K. Mortimer found that men went for books ‘of the type of No Orchids for Miss Blandish and Lady, Don’t Turn Over’, which, ‘as a rule’, someone had bought when on leave. E. A. Nicholls agreed that ‘sexy novels’ of the ‘No Orchids for Miss Blandish type’ were ‘very much in demand’ and were ‘bought by the men and passed round’. Books like this were purchased since, as the Kent unit librarian commented, ‘dirty books’ such as No Orchids were ‘generally demanded’ but he had ‘virtually none’ in stock.11
  In 1942 another Hadley Chase thriller, Miss Callaghan Comes to Grief, was the subject of a prosecution for obscenity at the Old Bailey. Joining Miss Callaghan in the dock was Lady, Don’t Turn Over by Darcy Glinto, a violent thriller recounting how the daughter of a top FBI official was snatched by a white slavery gang and confined in a brothel. Jarrolds, Hadley Chase’s publishers, and Wells Gardner, Darton, responsible for Lady, Don’t Turn Over, were each found guilty and fined.12 

  Jarrolds, (part of the Hutchinson Group), and Wells Gardner, Darton were established publishers, but most hard-boiled gangster stories were published by a new breed of small firms that proliferated or ‘mushroomed’ during the war. Using any paper they could lay hands on, they produced cheap home-grown paperbacks that filled the gap once pressure on shipping caused the supply of pulps from across the Atlantic to dry up.13 

  One of the earliest and best-known of the mushroom firms was started by Gerald G. Swan, a market trader of second-hand books. His largest sales came from gangster

11 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942); Forces Libraries: Sgt. Walton. (May 1942); Directive replies, K. Mortimer (May 1942); Directive replies, E. A. Nicholls (May 1942); Forces Libraries, Kent librarian. (May 1942).
12 ‘The 1942 Old Bailey trial’, <http://www.jottings.ca/john/kelly/sbar8.html> [accessed 10 January 2020]

13 Steve Chibnall, ‘Pulp versus Penguins: Paperbacks go to War’, in War Culture: Social Change and Changing Experience in World War Two Britain ed. by Pat Kirkham and David Thomas (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1995), pp. 131-149 (pp. 143-144).
thrillers, closely followed by ‘slightly risqué romances’ written under French-sounding pseudonyms such as Paul Rénin (the pen name of the solidly British Richard Goyne). Swan published more than sixty Rénin novels, with titles like Desire, Good Time Girls, Passion and The Street of Many Shadows (‘a story of love that came too late to a woman of sin’), and with covers that displayed scantily dressed women in alluring poses.14
  Swan and his ilk met a persistent demand for risqué titles and sexy covers from the ‘pornographically minded’. Mass Observation was told that ‘for most soldiers when choosing a book’ the title was more important than the contents as any book would attract readers if it was called ‘something sexual or risqué’. Even the title would not matter if the cover was ‘vividly sexual’ and ‘the most innocuous Edgar Wallace’ could ‘be re-issued as a smash hit provided a randy dame [graced] the front page’.15 The habit of choosing a book by title and cover was not exclusive to soldiers. In 1942 Mass Observation reported that forty-seven percent of Class C (artisan, lower- middle and upper working class) readers and seventy-three percent of Class D (unskilled working class) ‘claimed to be influenced in their choice of book by its look’.16
5.2. Books read by soldiers.
If the above is taken at face value, then most soldiers just wanted to read detective stories, westerns, hard-boiled thrillers, and ersatz French erotica. Some accounts supported this idea. An AA officer had ‘never yet met a man [who] read what you’d call good books’. He noted that ‘the majority of those who read (that is a very small minority) read the soft cover blood or cheap love stories, with striking pictures on the cover’. In his time in the army he had had five drivers who ‘all read a great deal while they waited, but all five the same kind of books, the soft cover love stories they pulled out from under the seat, or a detective story’.17

14 Chibnall, ‘Pulp versus Penguins’, pp.143-144, Stableford, Yesterday’s Bestsellers, p.139; ‘Paul Rénin’ <www.ashrare.com> [accessed 12 February 2020]

15 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942)

16 McAleer, Popular Reading, p.82

17 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, AA gun sites (11 June 1942)

  In the relaxed atmosphere of the E.M.S. Hospital in Durham the RAMC men ‘read mainly detective stories, with the better adventure book such as John Buchan and Jules Verne’, while the infantrymen, having a ‘lower level of education’, enjoyed ‘mainly the cheap love books with vivid covers as well as pornographic magazines’.18 The staff at Catterick military hospital read mainly ‘detective stories [and] the cheap Penguin and other 6d editions, which were passed round the barrack rooms, and generally promised to several people ahead’.19 

  This reference to Penguins and sixpenny editions, however, suggests that reading was not entirely confined to pulp fiction and the Kent unit librarian averred that the men could ‘be got to read a good book’.20 A fellow officer told Anthony Cotterell that ‘it was surprising how many of the apparently quite uneducated used the library’ and ‘there was a far better standard than you would expect’. He ‘often came across cockneys reading a middlebrow book like Goodbye Mr. Chips’.  However, ‘many of the rowdy Scots’ in his unit read ‘a great deal of pulp fiction’.21 In Humbers Camp the librarian noticed ‘an increased demand for the better modern novels’ which he thought was ‘due to a new and much older intake, probably with better tastes’. Three popular titles borrowed were ‘Delilah Upside Down, a peculiar, slightly salacious story about three officers in a French chateau at the beginning of the war’ that had ‘religion, sex, and a lot of mystery and oddness about it, […] Naomi Mitchison’s Barbarish Stories, and Saroyan’s Gay and Melancholy Flux’. The librarian noticed ‘the attractive and slightly salacious titles’ of all three books.22 D. W. Argent, serving in the Non-Combatant Corps, thought that ‘the level of intelligence’ in his unit was ‘probably higher than most’. The ‘general reading’ was Penguins and men also read to reinforce their moral stance: ‘some with the Bible, some with the Left Book Club, some with Communist books, [and] some with various specialist journals.’23

  A more detailed picture of soldiers’ reading emerges from two investigations carried out in an RAOC unit. They are held in different parts of the Mass Observation archive 

18 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations: EMS Hospital. (11 June 1942).

19 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: RAMC Man’s Observations, Catterick (11 June 1942) 

20 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, Kent librarian (May 1942). 

21 Cotterell, Oh, It’s Nice to be in the Army!, p.47. 

22 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: YMCA Library, Humbers Camp. (20 May 1942). Bruce Marshall, Delilah Upside Down (1941); Naomi Mitchinson, Barbarian Stories (1929); William Saroyan, The Gay and Melancholy Flux (1937)

23 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Pte. D. W. Argent (May 1941). The Non-Combatant Corps was a corps for conscientious objectors conscripted for non-combatant duties.
and, outwardly, appear unrelated. The heading on the first list, ‘Reading habits of soldiers’, is followed by the initials L. E. and the date of 3 May 1941. L. E.’s unit was ‘a large one of over a thousand people’ and the ‘intelligence’ of the men was ‘above average’. His survey was compiled ‘in just over a month’ and was a ‘complete list of all books of which the titles could be observed’, covering ‘perhaps 85% of the books seen being read’. The list contained ‘44 names of books’, which he considered to be ‘very small’, given the number of people in the unit. Out of twenty individuals in one hut, he discovered ‘only three read regularly’ while others ‘seen reading books lying about in the hut’ had ‘not read through anything steadily’ or ‘bought anything to read themselves’.24
  The initials L. E. denote Len England, a conscript soldier, who would go on to hold senior roles in Mass Observation after the war. In 1941, England was stationed at the RAOC supply depot at Donnington, Shropshire, where over 9,500 soldiers and civilian personnel worked in various camps dispersed across the site. He persuaded the colonel in command of his unit to ‘set up what was effectively an MO unit on the base’. Volunteers were recruited and were ‘instructed by England in techniques of listening and recording the views of the staff’. However, his experiment collapsed after only three weeks as ‘officers resented the men’s voices being given direct access to the Commanding Officer, undermining their own authority; and the […] colonel moved on to another job’.25  

  Despite the failure of England’s project, at least one soldier continued to send reports to Mass Observation. The second list was compiled by the soldier encountered in the last chapter working in a busy RAOC unit. His report provides ‘a complete list of all books seen read by soldiers (and of which titles could be recognised) in three weeks in May 42’. This time only forty books appear and he notes: ‘It must be remembered that this list probably errs on the “intellectual” side for the simple reason that more of the “intellectual” read, and they are more often seen reading.’  He ends by saying that ‘a similar list was submitted by L. E. about May ’41. Suggest check.’26 Therefore, the two surveys are clearly linked, being carried out in 

24 MOA, 29-4-C Army Education: Soldiers’ reading (May 1941). 

25 James Hinton, The Mass Observers: A History, 1937-1949 (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 206-207.

26 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces: RAOC (May 1942). 

consecutive years in the same RAOC unit. Although these investigations involved around 1,000 individuals, this was just a fraction of the total workforce stationed at Donnington. 

  The results for 1941 are set out in ‘Table 1 Reading habits of soldiers (3 May 1941)’, and for 1942 in ‘Table 2 Books read by soldiers (May 1942)’. Each table has three columns. The first column groups titles under the categories used by the compilers. The second column shows each book as it was originally entered in the survey. The third column gives additional information and corrects errors as entries in both lists can be partial or inaccurately set down. The compiler of the 1941 list provides sufficient information for every title to be traced, but some 1942 entries are less helpful, recording items such as a ‘spy’ thriller or a ‘paper back dirt book’ that escape further identification.

  After three-quarters of a century many of the books listed have faded into obscurity and this is especially true of the light literature. Therefore, to understand the various novels and other volumes favoured by the men of the RAOC, it is helpful to analyse their themes and content. 

  Some thrillers featured adventure heroes fighting diabolical villains. In The Mystery of Dr. Fu Manchu Sax Rohmer (the pen name of Arthur Sarsfield Ward) created the master criminal Dr. Fu Manchu, ‘the greatest criminal genius in the history of the world’. Fu Manchu, a ‘demonic mixture of German and Chinese blood’, led a ‘world-wide organization’ with ‘tentacles reaching into the […] governments and police forces of the West’. He was opposed by the secret agent Sir Denis Nayland Smith, who alone ‘knew the full danger of Fu Manchu’s plan’ to ‘overthrow the British Empire’.27

  In a similar vein, H. C. McNeile, writing as ‘Sapper’, created Bulldog Drummond, whose exploits against ‘the diabolical Carl Peterson’ were ‘the most extreme expression of the 1920s adventure thriller genre, with a high level of violence, 

27 Clive Bloom, Bestsellers: Popular Fiction since 1900, 2nd edn (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p.187; ‘The Mystery of Dr. Fu Manchu’ <www.fantasticfiction.com> [accessed 30 October 2019]

Table 1. Reading habits of soldiers (3 May 1941).  
	Genre
	Entry in the original list
	Amended and additional information

	Detective
	This Man is Dangerous, Peter Cheyney (Det) 6d
	Collins White Circle Mystery 246, (1940).

	Detective
	The Jury Disagrees, George Goodchild   (Det) 6d                           
	George Goodchild and Bechhofer Roberts, The Jury Disagree. Jarrold’s Jackdaw Crime Series 5, (1939). [Hutchinson Group]

	Detective
	The Mystery of Dr. Fu Manchu, Sax Rohmer (Det) 6d
	Penguin 157, (1938).

	Detective
	Three Oaks Mystery, Edgar Wallace   (Det) Book
	The Three Oak Mystery.

	Detective
	Death on the Board, John Rhode

(Det) 6d
	Collins White Circle Crime Club 112c, (1940).

	Detective
	Impeached, Bruce Graeme    (Det)                                 6d 
	Hutchinson Crime Book Society 48, (1938). [Hutchinson Group]

	Detective
	Tiger Standish Comes Back, Sidney Horler  (Det) 6d
	Hutchinson Crime Book Society 78, (1940). [Hutchinson Group]

	Detective
	Death of My Aunt, C. B. Kitchen  (Detective) 6d
	Penguin 190, (1939).

	Detective
	The Island of Terror, Sapper (detective)                                    Book
	

	Detective
	Police at the Funeral, Margery Allingham  (Det) 6d
	Penguin 219, (1939).


	Detective
	Men, Maids and Murder, John Creasey   (Det) 6d
	John Long Four Square Thrillers 12, (c1939). [Hutchinson Group] 

	Detective
	Goodbye to Life, David Hume  (detective) 6d
	Collins White Circle Mystery 254, (1940).

	Detective
	The Crime Conductor, Philip Macdonald (detective) 6d
	Collins White Circle Mystery 4, (1936).

	Detective
	The Ace of Death, T. Arthur Plummer (Detective) 6d 
	Toucan Novels 35, (1939). [Hutchinson Group]

	Western
	Forgotten Canyon, (unknown) (Western)                                 6d
	Hoffman Birney, Forgotten Canyon. Leisure Wild West Library, (1940). [Hutchinson Group]

	Western
	Western Action, (various)  (Western)                          Magazine
	American “pulp” magazine.

	Adventure
	Father Gregory,  P. C. Wren 

(adventure) 6d
	Hutchinson’s Pocket Library 91, (1939). [Hutchinson Group]

	Adventure
	Tarzan of the Apes, E. R. Burroughs  (adventure) 6d
	Edgar Rice Burroughs, Tarzan of the Apes.

	Adventure
	Cavalier of the Air, Trevor Wallace  (adventure) Paper
	Trevor Wallace, Galahad of the Air, (1937).

	Serious novel
	Told by an Idiot, Rose Macaulay   (straight) 6d


	Penguin 267, (1940).

	Serious novel
	Fate Cannot Harm Me, J. F. Masterman (straight) 6d 

	J. C. Masterman, Fate Cannot Harm Me. Penguin 252, (1940).

	Serious novel
	Antic Hay, Aldous Huxley   (straight)                            6d
	Evergreen Books 1, (1940). Hutchinson / Chatto & Windus.

	Serious novel
	No Mean City,  - - McGregor  (straight)                                6d
	Alexander McArthur and H. Kingsley Long, No Mean City.


Table 1. (continued) 

	Serious novel
	1919, Dos Passos   (straight)                         Library


	The second volume of John Dos Passos’ U.S.A. trilogy.

	Serious novel
	The Good Companions, J. B. Priestley (straight) Book  

	

	Serious novel
	Crime and Punishment, Dostoievsky    (straight) Book


	Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment.  Possibly an Everyman’s Library edition?



	Serious novel
	Black Roses, F. B. Young  (straight)                                6d


	Francis Brett Young, Black Roses. Evergreen Books 11, (1940). Hutchinson / Chatto & Windus.

	Serious novel
	Howards End, E. M. Forster  (straight)                                6d


	Penguin 311, (1941).

	Humour
	The Night Watchman, W. W. Jacobs  (Humour) 6d
	The Night Watchman and Other Longshoremen – Fifty Seven Stories.

	Humour
	Leave it to Psmith, P. G. Wodehouse  (humour) Book
	 

	Humour
	The Code of the Woosters, P. G. Wodehouse  (humour) Book
	

	Love
	The Heart of the Offender, (unknown)    (Love) Book
	Helen Prothero Lewis, The Heart of the Offender.  (Romance).

	Love
	The Wheel of Fate, Nora Belton  (Love)               Paper
	

	Love 


	Give Her Orchids, Hermina Black  (Love) 6d
	

	Love
	Confidential, Donald H. Clarke  (love)                         Paper
	Donald Henderson Clarke, Confidential. (Sex). 

	Sex
	Evening at the Farm, Anne Hepple  (Sex) Paper
	(Romance) Hutchinson 1/- (c1941). [Hutchinson Group]

	Sex


	Safety First, Paul Renin (Sex) Paper
	

	Sex


	Dolores, Paul Renin   (Sex) Paper
	

	Sex
	Saucy Movie Tales, (various) (Sex)                                Magazine
	American ‘pulp’ magazine.

	Sex
	Young and Healthy, (unknown)   (sex)                                   Paper


	Donald Henderson Clarke, Young and Healthy. John Long 1/- , (1940). [Hutchinson Group]

	History
	Only Yesterday, F. L. Allen (History) 6d 
	Non-fiction. (Two vols). Pelican A25 & A26, (1938).

	Last war
	Private Spud Tamson, R. W. Campbell  (last war) Book


	Fiction. Captain R. W. Campbell, Private Spud Tamson. (William Blackwood, 1915).

	Last war 
	Within 4 Walls, Capt. Cartwright  (last war) 6d


	Non-fiction. Major M. C. C. Harrison and Capt. H. A. Cartwright, Within Four Walls. Penguin 281, (1940).

	This war
	I was Graf Spee’s Prisoner, (unknown)   (this war) 6d


	Non-fiction. Captain Patrick Dove, I was Graf Spee’s Prisoner. Cherry Tree 72, (1940)


Table 2. Books read by soldiers. (May 1942). 
	Genre
	Entry in the original list
	Amended and additional information

	Thriller, Detective
	The Best Book of Detective Stories


	

	Thriller, Detective
	(?)  Spy    ?


	

	Thriller, Detective
	The Saving Clause, Sapper


	

	Thriller, Detective
	Nursing Home Murder (P), Ngaio Marsh


	Ngaio Marsh and Dr. Jellett, The Nursing Home Murder. Penguin 355, (1942).

	Thriller, Detective
	Mystery Stories    (Paper Back)


	Pulp Magazine?

	Thriller, Detective
	Death of My Aunt  (P), -  Kitchen


	Death of My Aunt, C. B. Kitchen. Penguin 190, (1939).  

	Thriller, Detective
	The Bretherton Mystery, J. S. Fletcher


	

	Thriller, Detective
	Hag’s Nook, John Dickson Carr


	

	Thriller, Detective
	Ten Minute Alibi   (P) A. Armstrong 


	Anthony Armstrong and Herbert Shaw, Ten Minute Alibi. Penguin 131, (1938).

	Thriller, Detective
	The Devil Rides Out (P) Dennis Wheatley
	Hutchinson Pocket Library 61, (1939). [Hutchinson Group]

	Thriller, Detective
	The Mischief Maker, Oppenheim


	E. Phillips Oppenheim, The Mischief Maker. (1913).

	Thriller, Detective
	2000 Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne
	

	Thriller, Detective (?)
	Lady Ponder’s Pearls (P)
	Possibly: John Ironside, Lady Pamela’s Pearls. (Hodder & Stoughton, 1927).

	Racing


	The Straight Goer (P) Nat Gould 
	A Straight Goer. Leisure Library, (1937). [Hutchinson Group]

	Western


	The Avenger, C. A. Seltzer
	

	Western
	Lone Star Ranger, Zane Grey


	Zane Grey, The Lone Star Ranger. Thomas Nelson, (c1930). Cloth ‘pocket edition’.

	Western
	Western American Stories
	American “pulp” magazine?

	Western
	Bar-20, Clarence Mulf


	Clarence E. Mulford, Bar-20. 

Hodder & Stoughton, (‘31st edition’ 1939).

	General Fiction
	Fontamara (P), Ignazio Silone


	Penguin 143, (1938).

	General Fiction
	Burmese River, E. Thompson                                      

	Edward Thompson, Burmese Silver. (Faber & Faber, 1937).

	General Fiction
	The Light of Scarthey  (Romance)             Egerton Carter
	Egerton Castle. First published 1895.

	General Fiction
	Canon in Residence  (P) Whitehouse


	V. L. Whitechurch, Canon in Residence. Penguin 269, (1940)

	General Fiction
	Now East, Now West (P)  Susan Ertz 


	Penguin 106, (1937).

	General Fiction
	The Man Who Came Back (P) ?     


	John Fleming Wilson, The Man Who Came Back.


Table 2. (continued)

	General Fiction
	Cap of Youth    (Book Club), Naomi Jacob
	

	Classical
	The Vicar of Wakefield,  O. Goldsmith 


	Oliver Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield.

	Humorous
	The Code of the Woosters, P. G. Wodehouse
	

	Humorous


	Cold Comfort Farm  (P) Stella Gibbons
	Penguin 140, (1938).

	Dirt, sex
	More Eves Without Leaves (Nudes)


	More Eves Without Leaves, photographed by Walter Bird, Roye, John Everard (London: Camera Studies Club, 1941).

	Dirt, sex


	(Paper Back Dirt Book)
	

	Non-fiction
	The Dark Invader (P), Von Rintelen


	Captain von Rintelen, The Dark Invader. Penguin 60, (1936).

	Non-fiction 


	Mountains in New Zealand   ?
	Possibly: Constance Mary Matthews, Home to the Mountains: A story of adventure in New Zealand (Oxford University Press, 1932).

	Non-fiction


	Barking on Economics
	No record in the BL catalogue. Possibly a title ‘Banking and Economics’, incorrectly recorded? 

	Non-fiction
	Christianity and World Order  (P)                Bishop of Chichester 


	Bishop of Chichester [Rt. Rev. G. K. A. Bell], Christianity and World Order. (Penguin Special S65, (1940).

	Non-fiction
	Fight of the Firecrest   (P) A. Gerbault 


	Alain Gerbault, The Fight of the Firecrest.  Penguin 183, (1939).

	Non-fiction


	Corduroy   (P)  Adrian Bell 
	Penguin 247, (1940).

	Non-fiction
	Opera (P)?


	Possibly: Edward J Dent, Opera. Pelican Special S40, (1940).

	Non-fiction


	Thinking It Out  (Logic) 
	Possibly: Archibald Williams, Thinking It Out (Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1919).

	Non-fiction


	Physiology of Sex (P)  Kenneth Walker 
	The Physiology of Sex, Pelican A71, (1940).

	
	Readers’ Digest
	


xenophobia and sadism’.28 Drummond, however, did not appear in  the two ‘Sapper’ titles listed. The Island of Terror, which was listed, followed ‘intrepid adventurer’ Jim Maitland’s efforts to help Judy Draycott, ‘a charming young woman’ pursued by ‘undesirables’, find buried treasure on Lone Tree Island. Meanwhile, the title story in The Saving Clause described a voyage ‘on which five desperadoes and one unfortunate missionary’ were ‘cooped-up together in a cargo boat’.29

  Sidney Horler’s books were ‘exciting adventures in which diabolical villains, often foreign or homosexual (by suggestion)’, were ‘defeated by manly and virtuous heroes’ like Tiger Standish in Tiger Standish Comes Back. Other thrillers offered something different. Dennis Wheatley’s The Devil Rides Out, a supernatural thriller, combined ‘black magic, car chases and a mysterious villain, Mr Mocata’; while Nat Gould set his horse racing thriller, A Straight Goer, in Australia where he had spent time as a journalist.30 

  Goodbye to Life by David Hume and Peter Cheyney’s This Man is Dangerous, represent British attempts at the hard-boiled thriller. Hume created Mick Cardby, a tough private detective, while Cheyney, the first British writer to admit that he was influenced by American pulp thrillers, originated the ‘wise-cracking, dame-chasing’ sleuth, Lemmy Caution. Cheyney added ‘humour to the violence and erotic sensation’ of action-filled and intricate plots.31    
  Pure adventure was provided by P. C. Wren and Edgar Rice Burroughs. Wren wrote stories that offered ‘just the right blend of exotic thrills and escapist adventure’ and had great success with Beau Geste, a tale of the French Foreign Legion. His time in India provided the inspiration for one of his earliest novels, Father Gregory: A Tale of Hindustan (1913). Burroughs, perhaps the most popular and widely read author on the list, created Tarzan, the boy raised by apes, and Tarzan of the Apes and other Tarzan novels had ‘an extraordinary influence on film […] and popular culture in general’.32
28 Clive Bloom, Bestsellers, p. 202.    

29 ‘The Saving Clause’, ‘The Island of Terror’ <www.fantasticfiction.com/s/sapper/> [accessed 20 March 2020]. 

30 Bloom, Bestsellers, pp.196, 119, 177.    

31 Ibid., p.87.    

32 Ibid., pp.171, 205.    

  The surveys included six westerns which, given their apparent popularity with the troops, may be fewer than expected. Two pulp magazines, Western Action and Western American Stories, accompanied four novels: The Avenger by C. A. Seltzer, Forgotten Canyon by Hoffman Birney, The Lone Star Ranger by Zane Grey, and Bar-20 by Clarence E. Mulford. Grey wrote numerous best-selling novels of the Wild West and in The Lone Star Ranger, Buck Duane, ‘accused of every unsolved crime in the territory’, sees a chance to clear his name ‘when he rides out alone to bring in the vicious Cheseldine gang’. Bar-20 was the first in a series of twenty-eight books with Hopalong Cassidy as the main character. Mulford portrayed Cassidy as hard-drinking, rude and dangerous, but soldiers would have known him from Hollywood films where he was transformed into a clean-cut hero whose drink of choice was the non-alcoholic sarsaparilla.33 

  A surprising amount of romantic fiction appeared in the surveys. There were modern romances by writers such as Nora Belton, Anne Hepple, and Hermina Black, who wrote ‘strong love stories with a mystery background and a happy ending’; and two old-fashioned romances from the 1890s, Egerton Castle’s The Light of Scarthey and The Heart of the Offender by Helen Prothero Lewis.34 Some could be dismissed as old ‘throw-outs’, being read in the absence of anything better. However, Mass Observation found that female readers in the civilian population preferred ‘light romantic novels of the family and life kind, with a happily-ever-after wedding bells theme’, and there is evidence that these also appealed to some soldiers.35 Indeed, the librarian at Humbers Camp maintained that, although ‘mush’ was not wanted, ‘a good well written romantic novel will be well read’,36 and Joseph McAleer recounts the story of a sergeant in Italy who got ‘the surprise of [his] life’ when he discovered his men reading ‘the soppy love stories of Annie S. Swan’. This sergeant mused: ‘I suppose it means the lads out here have their weak moments. But Annie S. Swan, I ask you!’37 In November 1944 Corporal Eric Vickers of the 5th Battalion, The Dorsetshire Regiment, was photographed reading There Was Another by Ruby M.

33 ‘Zane Grey, The Lone Star Ranger’; ‘Clarence E. Mulford’ <www.fantasticfiction.com /g/zane-grey/ - m/clarence-e-mulford/> [accessed 20 March 2020].

34 ‘Hermina Black’ <https://www.goodreads.com> [accessed 20 November 2019]

35 Robert James, Popular Culture and Working-class Taste in Britain, 1930-39: A round of cheap diversions? (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2010), p.113.
36  MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: YMCA library, Humbers Camp (20 May 1942).

37 McAleer, Popular Reading, p.77.
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Fig. 5.1. Corporal Eric Vickers, cigarette in hand and weapon at the ready, reads There Was Another by Ruby M. Ayres.
© IWM B11787
Ayres, a book chosen from the mobile library in Mock [Fig. 5.1].38 Vickers had borrowed ‘one of the most popular writers of good, clean love stories […] between the two world wars’.39

  Lower down the scale, there were several items designed to appeal to the ‘pornographically minded’. Two titles, Safety First and Dolores, were by Paul Rénin, and another two by Donald Henderson Clarke, an American specializing in hard- boiled thrillers and risqué romances. In Confidential Henderson wrote about an investigative reporter exposing crime, corruption, and vice in New York, while Young and Healthy followed the adventures a college student ‘whose only books are women’s looks’.40

38 IWM Photograph Collection, Caption to B 11787

39 Bloom, Bestsellers, p.194.
40 ‘Young and Healthy’, <https://www.readinkbooks.com/> [accessed 12 November 2019]

  The 1941 list included an American pulp, Saucy Movie Tales. Most of its stories were set in Hollywood and in a typical tale ‘a studio detective solves an on-set murder while dealing with three hot babes’. A full colour cover picture of a scantily dressed young woman graced every issue, holding out a promise of erotic delights within [Fig. 5.2], but soldiers soon discovered content that was more hard-boiled than risqué, with sex implied rather than explicit.41

  In 1942 eroticism came in the form of a book of nudes, More Eves Without Leaves. This comprised thirty-two figure studies photographed by Walter Bird, Roye, and John Everard, supposedly artistic but, nevertheless, fairly explicit. This would have been highly prized as Mass Observation was told that in the army, nudes in magazines and books were ‘certain winners’ and were passed ‘round and round and round’ with ‘everybody having a good look’.42
  The lists contain various examples of Golden Age detective fiction by, amongst others, Ngaio Marsh, John Creasey, John Dickson Carr, Margery Allingham, John Rhode, and Edgar Wallace. One story, Death of My Aunt by C. B. Kitchen, appeared on both lists. Kitchen’s novels featured the amateur sleuth Malcolm Warren and in Death of My Aunt, Warren is urgently summoned by ‘his capricious old Aunt Catherine’ who has ‘shocked the family by marrying Hannibal Cartwright, a muscular garage owner many years her junior’. Hopeful of a legacy, Warren ‘hurries to her bedside’, but finds that, ‘instead of a gilt-edged portfolio, he is landed with a file of family skeletons’.43
  Golden Age detective novels show a step-up in literary quality from the mass of escapist fiction and some crime writers ventured outside of the genre. Two novels by authors better known for detective fiction appeared in the surveys, maybe after being picked in anticipation of something different. In Fate Cannot Harm Me, J. C. Masterman produced a ‘witty, engaging and delightful’ novel charting the up and down romance between thirty-six year old Anthony Newton and ‘the beautiful Cynthia’ 

41  ‘Saucy Movie Tales’, <https://readingcalifornia.typepad.com/ reading_california_fictio/ 2011/03/> [accessed 19 November 2019]

42 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942).                              
43 ‘Death of my Aunt’ <https://www.faber.co.uk/product/> [accessed 10 November 2019]

aged only nineteen.44 V. L. Whitechurch’s Canon in Residence offered ‘a delightful and mildly farcical story’ about a clergyman whose conventional views on his calling were upended when his clothes were stolen and he had to go about in a stranger’s ‘unthinkably garish’ apparel.45 
  Despite the troops’ evident predilection for light reading, a sizeable number of what the 1941 investigation termed ‘serious novels’ were being read.  They followed no discernable pattern. Some, such as Howards End by E. M. Forster and Aldous Huxley’s Antic Hay, leaned towards the literary end of the spectrum. There was humour in the form of Cold Comfort Farm, Stella Gibbons’ rural satire; P. G. Wodehouse’s Leave it to Psmith and The Code of the Woosters; and a political polemic in Fontamara by the Italian socialist writer Ignazio Silone. Silone’s novel depicted the misery of Italian peasants living under Mussolini’s fascist regime in the fictional village of Fontamara.46 
  Some novels, such as No Mean City by Alexander McArthur and H. Kingsley Long, a bleak tale of the Glasgow slums, demanded much more from the reader. First published in 1935, the novel relates how Johnnie Stark, son of a brutal father and a downtrodden mother, became the 'Razor King' of Glasgow's vicious pre-war underworld. Elsewhere No Mean City was reported to have been ‘genuinely and thoroughly enjoyed’ by the troops, even though ‘not a very easy or simple book’.47 Although not a thriller, perhaps the novel’s violent content appealed to men keen on hard-boiled fiction. 

  Set in the same city, but lighter in tone, was Private Spud Tamson by R. W. Campbell. Captain Robert Campbell enlisted with the 5th Battalion, Royal Scots Fusiliers Territorial Reserve during the First World War and Private Spud Tamson, (1916), grew out of his experiences with the battalion. Campbell described the men of the fictional 'Glesca Mileeshy' as 'a noble force, recruited from the Weary Willies and Never-works of the famous town of Glasgow’.48

44 ‘Fate cannot harm me’ <https://www.bloomsbury.com> [accessed 14 February 2020]   

45 ‘Canon in Residence’ <http://apenguinaweek.blogspot.com> [accessed 10 February 2020]

46 David Beecham ‘Ignazio Silone and Fontamara’ <http://pubs.socialistreviewindex.org.uk>         [accessed 27 September 2019]  

47 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942)

48 Captain Robert William Campbell’ <http://www.scotlandswar.co.uk> [accessed 10 December 2019]

  There were differing views as to the amount of classic fiction demanded by the troops. The WVS discovered that men did not have ‘time to settle down and read […] Scott and Dickens’, preferring something shorter that could be ‘finished in a reasonable time’.49 Nevertheless, two classic novels, Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment and The Vicar of Wakefield by Oliver Goldsmith, appeared in the surveys and the Humbers Camp librarian maintained that, although classics never left his shelves, they were read as ‘the people that read them buy them’.50
  The surveys contained more non-fiction than might be expected, though just three titles were seen in 1941. They were: Only Yesterday, a popular history of America in the 1920s by the journalist F. L. Allen, I was Graf Spee’s Prisoner, and Within Four Walls. In I was Graf Spee’s Prisoner Captain Patrick Dove wrote of his time as a captive after his ship, the tanker Africa Shell, was sunk by the German pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee. After Dove and his crew were released following the Battle of the River Plate in December 1939, his account of their ordeal was rushed into print as a ‘war special’ by Cherry Tree Books [Fig. 5.3]. Within Four Walls looked back to an earlier conflict. Its authors, Major M. C. C. Harrison and Capt. H. A. Cartwright, taken prisoner by the Germans in 1914, spent the next four years attempting to escape, before succeeding in 1917. Their story appeared in paperback in 1940 in the magenta and white covers of the Penguin Travel and Adventure series.
  Two other titles listed, The Dark Invader and The Fight of the Firecrest, also appeared in Penguin Travel. The Dark Invader, subtitled ‘Wartime Reminiscences of a German Naval Intelligence Officer’, chronicled Captain Franz von Rintelen’s attempts to sabotage American supply deliveries to the Allies during the First World War. The Fight of the Firecrest described the hardships faced by Alain Gerbault as he single-handedly crossed the Atlantic from east to west in the Firecrest, an old British-designed sloop.
  In 1942 more substantial non-fiction was observed. In The Physiology of Sex, Kenneth Walker produced a guide to sexual conduct providing ‘a sound, unflinching study of the individual’s sex life as it affects himself, and those around him’.51 In 

49 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: Correspondence from WVS. (20 June 1942).

50 MOA, 20-7-A Forces reading: YMCA Library, Humbers Camp. (20 May 1942).

51 Cover blurb, 1946 American Pelican edition. <www.abebooks.co.uk> [accessed 27 September 2019]  
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Reading in the RAOC, 1941. Fig. 5.2 (above) Saucy Movie Tales (July 1936).                      Fig. 5.3 (below) Captain Patrick Dove, I was Graf Spee’s Prisoner (London: Cherry Tree, 1940). 
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Christianity and World Order the Bishop of Chichester, the Rt. Rev. George Bell, laid out the Christian principles for fighting a just war. The cover of this Penguin Special proclaimed: ‘This book […] has a spirit of hope, based on the conviction that the teaching of Christ […] alone provides the dynamic and simple faith which can yet save Western Civilisation.’52 

  One book, Corduroy by Adrian Bell, hovered between fiction and non-fiction. Although it appeared as fiction in Penguin’s orange and white covers, it was a ‘lightly fictionalised’ memoir of English rural life. At the age of twenty Bell left a bohemian life in London to work on a Suffolk farm and Corduroy vividly describes his early years on the land ‘when farming depended on the horse to do what man could not’.53
  It would be easy to assume that this form of rural writing would not appeal to most citizen-soldiers. However, Adrian’s son, the journalist and erstwhile independent                 M.P. Martin Bell, only became ‘fully aware of the effect he had’ on British soldiers after his death. ‘At the bottom of a drawer’ Martin found ‘a collection of letters sent to him by servicemen who had read his books in their bivouacs and tank turrets, and drawn from them comfort and hope in their lives’ hardest times.’ Martin concluded that Adrian had provided soldiers with ‘a life-line to another world’, one of ‘peace and sanity, of enduring values and country rhythms remote from the war’s destruction’.54
  The number of books surveyed was comparatively small given the number of people in the unit. But this was Ordnance and, as we discovered in the last chapter, it was so busy that its soldiers had little leisure time and often just slept when their shift ended. Also, with just one observer scrutinizing 1,000 men, it is doubtful if everything read was being picked up. Finally, although we know books were frequently passed around, the surveys offer no instance of a title being read multiple times. 

  Yet, given the earlier emphasis on escapism in soldiers’ reading, a more varied selection of serious novels and non-fiction than might be expected emerges from the surveys. This could be due to a shortage of light literature encouraging the troops to 

52 Cover blurb, Christianity and World Order <www.abebooks.co.uk> [accessed 27 September 2019]   

53 ‘Biography’ <www.adrianbellsociety.co.uk> [accessed 7 October 2019]

54 Martin Bell, ‘Adrian Bell 1901-1980’, in Father and Son, ed. by Steve Hare (Chippenham: Penguin Collectors’ Society, 1999), pp.11-16 (p.14). 

explore other books. The compiler of the 1942 list noted that most were not fussy about the books they read and, even amongst ‘genuine readers’ who usually had ‘a book to hand’, no ‘selective powers’ were employed when choosing. The compiler knew of one man who read ‘a Western, a thriller, a pamphlet by Lord Vansittart, and […] Hugh Walpole one after the other’, and ‘read them all reasonably carefully and intelligently’, although all had been ‘picked up quite casually from some library or other, or loaned from somebody else in the hut’.55
  Sometimes scarcity meant that almost everyone read the same book. In G. J. Marks’ unit, ‘at times any book was read for the sake of reading and passing the time’, and ‘two books by Peter Howard on the Oxford Group, Innocent Men and Fighters Ever, were read by 75% of the detachment and formed the basis for numerous discussions.’56 Another soldier remembered that The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists had ‘floated’ round his hut. ‘Nearly everybody read it and thoroughly enjoyed it, though not able to understand the very abrupt ending to the book. But there was no doubt that it was genuinely and thoroughly enjoyed, and caused a great deal of discussion.’57 
  Not everyone was content to read whatever came to hand. J. A. Begin told Mass Observation that if a soldier was ‘used to reading’ he would ‘get hold of the books he wants somehow or other’ either ‘from private sources’ or by joining the local public library.58 The Humbers Camp librarian noted that those who could not find the books they wanted on his shelves either bought them or ‘got a subscription [to] Boots’.59

  Another soldier who was determined to obtain his own books was D. F. Bashford, the self-styled keen reader whom we met in the last chapter. When called up, Bashford ‘gloomily contemplated a future of crowded barrack-rooms, tents in 

55 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942). Robert Vansittart, 1st Baron Vansittart, was a British diplomat who advocated a very anti-German position. In Black Record: Germans Past and Present (1941), he portrayed Nazism as just the latest sign of Germany's continuous record of aggression from the time of the Roman Empire. 
56 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, G. J. Marks (May 1942). Peter Howard was a journalist who investigated the Oxford Group, an evangelical movement advocating a new world order based on faith in God.

57 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942). 

58 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, J.A. Begin. (May 1942). 

59 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: YMCA Library, Humbers Camp. (20 May 1942).

desolate places, of inconvenience and stringent prohibition of literary luxury’, but once posted to the Pioneer Corps in Northern Ireland, he ‘surprisingly’ found that his duties left him much free time to read. His choice of books there was ‘haphazard – it could not have been otherwise in the circumstances - but varied’, as ‘book supplies arrived regularly from a friend’ and ‘little canteen libraries and private houses revealed a really amazing assortment of titles’. Bashford remembered reading five novels: The Yearling by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, Hugh Walpole’s Rogue Herries and Judith Paris, Love in the Sun by Leo Walmsley, and Howard Spring’s Fame is the Spur, all of them providing ‘hours of enjoyment’. Two works of non-fiction, The Long Weekend by Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, a social history of inter-war Britain, and Arthur Bryant’s Unfinished Victory, a contentious examination of recent German history, made his mind ‘consider many odd twists in the lives of peoples’.60

  After ‘a long Irish sojourn’, Bashford transferred to the RASC and was sent to Egypt.  On his departure another parcel arrived from his ‘ever thoughtful friend’ and though he ‘cursed at having to accommodate books in [his] carefully-packed kit’, they ‘proved a godsend’ on the monotonous sea voyage. First he read the life of ‘that remarkable woman’ Mary Kingsley. Kingsley was noted for her solo travels in West Africa during the 1890s and Bashford may have been reading Stephen Gwynn’s The Life of Mary Kingsley (1933). Crossing the Equator he read two George Moore novels, Evelyn Innes and Sister Teresa. His ‘companion round the Cape’ was ‘Tchichikoff’, the main character of Nikolai Gogol’s novel, Dead Souls. In the Indian Ocean he read E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India; My South Sea Island by Eric Muspratt, an account of the author’s time on remote San Christoval in the Solomon Islands; and J. Johnston Abraham’s The Surgeon’s Log, impressions of the Far East by a ship’s surgeon aboard the S.S. Clytemnestra sailing to Yokohama.61

  In Egypt Bashford found the heat gave him ‘the perfect excuse for lying down after dinner with a book’. He immersed himself in accounts of the Middle East and North Africa, enjoying The Letters of T. E. Lawrence and running ‘amok among the works of […] Kingslake, H. V. Morton, Freya Stark, Rosita Forbes’, which provided him ‘with much to consider’. Travelling onwards to Baghdad, while surrendering his copy of Disraeli, he held on to ‘a sixpenny anthology of verse’ and ‘jolted and shaked [sic.] 

60 D. F. B., ‘A Soldier’s Reading’, p.41.

61 Ibid., pp, 41-42. 

and ridden with sand’, he ‘voyaged with the Ancient Mariner, dreamed of the city of dreaming spires, and pondered the distant view of Eton College’. Once settled in Iraq he was not ‘starved of reading matter’ and found The Letters of Gertrude Bell paid ‘a good local dividend’. Biographies, verse, fiction and plays continued to arrive regularly from his ‘friend in Blighty’.62
  Bashford relied for his books on parcels and whatever he found locally, which allowed him to eschew light fiction. He does not say if his friend sent items he had asked for, although, presumably, he or she knew what he liked. In any case he received enough for him to complain about the number he had to carry, echoing the officer stationed at York (see last chapter), whose frequent moves inhibited book buying.  

  Other men serving overseas received books and magazines from family or friends in Britain. On 9 November 1943, for example, Spike Milligan thanked his father for three Life magazines that he read ‘over and over again’ before they ‘passed through every gunner in the Battery’.63 On the frontline in Burma, George MacDonald Fraser (the future author of the ‘Flashman’ novels) received ‘two paperbacks from home’. One was Henry V, for which he had ‘developed a deep affection’ while at school, and the other Three Men in a Boat. Although not a devotee of Jerome K. Jerome, Fraser ‘felt that comedy and a reminder of the beauties of the English countryside […] might be acceptable when passed around the section’. He was surprised, therefore, when Henry V was enthusiastically devoured by his NCO, Sergeant Hutton. Fraser was intrigued that ‘Shakespeare had talked […] across the centuries’ to ‘a military hard case who had probably left school long before fourteen’, and whose ‘speech and manner suggested that his normal and infrequent reading consisted of company

62 D. F. B., ‘A Soldier’s Reading’, p. 42. A. W. Kinglake’s Eothen (1844) described a journey he made through Syria, Palestine and Egypt. The journalist and writer H. V. Morton, wrote three books of Middle East travel. Freya Stark was one of the first non-Arabs to travel through the southern Arabian Desert and recounted her experiences in The Southern Gates of Arabia (1936). Rosita Forbes visited the Kufra Oasis in Libya when it was closed to Westerners and The Secret of the Sahara: Kufara, appeared in 1921. Gertrude Bell, a writer, traveller and political administrator, played an important role in the establishment of modern Iraq. 

63 Milligan, Mussolini: His Part in My Downfall, pp.105-106.  

orders and the sports headlines’.64 Clearly, these parcels had a life beyond their immediate recipient and, thanks to the Army Postal Service, there were enough of them around for the Royal Corps of Signals, Middle East, to cast an acquisitive gaze in their direction. 

  Even though they weighed down their kit, some soldiers purchased books while on leave or when travelling. Mass Observation was told that books were bought, ‘on trains when always it is a Penguin or one of the shilling dirty-covered novels’.65 Even abroad there were occasional buying opportunities. On New Years Day 1944, Spike Milligan lay on his bed reading from an ‘Anthology of English Poets’ that he ‘had bought in a shop at Castelemare’.66 While on leave in Calcutta and ‘starved’ of reading, George MacDonald Fraser explored the bookstalls of Chowringhee where he obtained the works of Jeffery Farnol, who, ‘whatever his literary merits’, was ‘the great romantic conjurer of Old England, painting his word pictures of leafy lanes and bosky woods and green fields and pints of ale […] and all those never-never things that were so far away from the heat […] of India’. Fraser, dreaming like others of country idylls remote from war, ‘went through him like a devouring flame, and counted him cheap at the price’.67

  It is difficult to find many examples of reading in the immediate aftermath of combat but two are offered by Alan Allport. In the confusion of the withdrawal to Dunkirk, Private E. J. Manley lost contact with his regiment but eventually found it again in Armentières. Eating his first hot meal for days and spending the evening reading an Evelyn Waugh comic novel left him feeling ‘oddly content’. More emotively, Norman Craig, a platoon commander, found that reading Jane Eyre after a battle helped release the nervous tension that had accumulated inside him. It was a cathartic release as Craig remembered the tears that ‘trickled down [his] gritty cheeks onto the pages’.68 

64 George MacDonald Fraser, Quartered Safe Out Here: A Recollection of the War in Burma (London: Harvill, 1992), pp.128-129.

65 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading:  Reading in the Forces, RAOC (May 1942)

66 Milligan, Mussolini: His Part in My Downfall, p.252; Castellammare is a suburb of Naples.

67 Fraser, Quartered Safe Out Here, p.186.  

68 Allport, Browned Off, pp.52, 246.

5.3. Books in unit libraries. 

While some soldiers attempted to get hold of a particular book, most were content to read whatever was in the unit library or delivered to site. Unit libraries, as we saw in the last chapter, could vary greatly in terms of provision and books could ‘vary tremendously in quality and subject’. A number of ‘representative’ lists of unit library stock are held by the Mass Observation archive which illuminates the volumes on offer to the troops. As with the RAOC surveys, many of the items recorded have faded into obscurity and require some investigation of their content. 

  K. Mortimer was scathing about the number of ‘almost unreadable’ books appearing on his searchlight units. He deplored the influx of ‘old, and frequently out-of-date, mystery stories - early Edgar Wallace [and] Freeman Wills Crofts’, and ‘equally outdated political books, such as the Duchess of Atholl’s Searchlight on Spain and Miss Grant Duff’s book on Czechoslovakia’. There were ‘romances dating back to the manner and subject matter of East Lynne, early Warwick Deeping and H. A. Vachell, even Elinor Glyn and Joan Sutherland’. Occasionally officers handed out ‘a dozen or so of their own books’, but many, such as ‘The Adventures of the Black Girl and Eyeless in Gaza’, proved ‘too advanced for most of the men’. Finally, although a ‘number of Penguins and similar cheap editions’ were available, these were not, in his opinion, always suitable as he had ‘more than once noticed such titles as Sir Isumbras at the Ford and Only Yesterday’.69
  Aldous Huxley, Edgar Wallace, Only Yesterday, and old-fashioned romances were reported in the RAOC surveys so, regardless of Mortimer’s views, they were read somewhere in the army. In fact, the titles derided by him held up well when compared with the content of some unit libraries. At Kensington, for example, in the AA Divisional Headquarters library where two thirds of the stock was missing, the remaining books were less than inspiring. The fiction section contained a few well-known novels: Arnold Bennett’s The Card, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Around the World 
69 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, K. Mortimer (May 1942). Books cited by Mortimer include: The Duchess of Atholl, Searchlight on Spain; S. Grant Duff, Europe and the Czechs (Both Penguin Specials, 1938); George Bernard Shaw, The Adventures of the Black Girl in Her Search for God (1932); Aldous Huxley, Eyeless in Gaza (1936), D. K. Broster, Sir Isumbras at the Ford, adventures of royalist sympathisers after the French Revolution (Penguin, 1937), F. L. Allen, Only Yesterday (Pelican, 1938).

in Eighty Days, but many volumes veered towards the old or obscure. There were books by nineteenth-century authors such as F. Marion Crawford, John Oliver Hobbes, and Rosa Mulholland, popular in their day but now thoroughly out of fashion. Crawford wrote popular romances, and the library held Via Crucis (1898), subtitled ‘A Romance of the Second Crusade’. Hobbes (the pen name of Pearl Mary Teresa Richards) produced ‘novels of love, unhappy marriage and infidelity’ epitomised by Robert Orange (1900). Hetty Gray (1883) followed one of Mulholland’s standard themes of women yearning for the freedom to follow their vocation.70

  More modern novels were available at Kensington, though none offered much in the way of light reading. In Namesakes (1920) Stephen McKenna wrote of a woman who achieved happiness again after being isolated by her husband’s fame. Thea von Harbou’s Metropolis (1928) would now be considered a film tie-in as it was based on her husband Fritz Lang’s 1927 film of a future city where a hedonistic elite ruled over a mechanized underworld. Daughter of the Ranges by Bessie Marchant (1906), set in Western Canada, portrayed a young woman’s attempts to run the family ranch after her father was accidently paralyzed. Elinor M. Brent-Dyer’s The Chalet School and the Lintons (1934), about an international girls’ school in the Austrian Alps, was aimed squarely at adolescent girls and hardly suitable for a unit library.71 

  The Kensington library had lost so many volumes that the books listed may not have been representative of the original stock. However, the services library run by the WVS, just a mile away in the ‘Brompton Dugout’ adjacent to Brompton Church, offered no such excuse. Perhaps due to its location, the library held a number of religious works, including an ‘Ancient and Modern Hymnal’, ‘Passages from Holy Writ’, ‘The Psalter - newly printed’, and ‘The Psalms’, together with weighty commentaries such as Arthur Chandler’s First-Hand Religion (1922) and W. E. Gladstone’s The State in its Relations with the Church (1839).72 
70 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Libraries for Forces, AA HQ Kensington (10 May 1942); ‘Crawford, Francis Marion’; ‘Hobbes, John Oliver’ in The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English, ed, by Ian Ousby (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1993), pp. 220, 441; ‘Rosa Mulholland’ <https://en.wikipedia.org> [accessed 24 November 2019]. 

71 ‘Stephen McKenna, Namesakes’; ‘Thea von Harbou, Metropolis’; ‘Bessie Marchant, Daughter of the Ranges’ <https://www.abebooks.co.uk> [accessed 12 February 2020]; Brent-Dyer, Elinor M.’, in The Cambridge Guide to Literature, p.113. 

72 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Libraries for Forces, WVS Brompton (10 June 1942).

  Much of the rest was equally worthy. Poetry was represented by Burns’ Works, Vol. 1 and the ‘Works of George Herbert’. Fiction included Don Quixote, Vol. 1, Charlotte M. Yonge’s family saga, The Pillars of the House (1873), and Kensington Palace in the Days of Queen Mary II (1895) by Mrs Emma Marshall, a writer of moralizing history stories for children [Fig. 5.4]. J. A. Froude’s Short Stories on Great Subjects, Vol. II (complete multi-volume editions seem rare in this library) appeared alongside Beside the Bonnie Briar Bush (1894) by Ian MacLaren: seven stories of rural Scottish life that achieved great popularity on first publication. For light relief borrowers could turn to ‘Punch (Bound) July - December 1915’ or attempt ‘The Cerebrum’s Crossword Puzzle Book’.73
  Non-fiction was exemplified by Duty: with illustrations of Courage, Patience and Endurance (1880), the final volume in Samuel Smiles’ series of self-help books, and King Albert’s Book (1914) [Fig. 5.5], which honoured Belgium’s heroism in the early days of the First World War. Hopefully, a soldier found Seaborne’s Vendors and Purchasers: being a concise manual of the law relating to vendors and purchasers of real and leasehold property handy for his correspondence course.74

  WVS Brompton appeared to represent something of a nadir in book provision in terms of popular interests; but other libraries, already introduced in the last chapter, offered better choices. The ATS camp at Didcot had a mix of old-fashioned novels, Penguins and thrillers, although the thrillers – ‘Sax Rohmer and Edgar Rice Burroughs’ – were ‘by far the most popular’.75 Sergeant Walton found that although some of the 100 books in his unit’s quiet room were ‘sheer junk turned out from a Victorian country gentleman’s library’, most were ‘of reasonable “best-seller” standard in fair condition’. Walton considered John Galsworthy, H. M. Tomlinson, Ruby M. Ayres, and W. C. Tuttle to be ‘a representative selection’ of best-sellers. The room also had ‘fifty thrillers and wild west books on loan from the County Library’.76 

73 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Libraries for Forces, WVS Brompton (10 June 1942).

74 Ibid.

75 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, Corporal Holdsworth, ATS (May 1942).

76 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Forces’ Libraries, Sgt. Walton. (May 1942). W. C. Tuttle was a prolific author of westerns.
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Books in the WVS services library, Brompton. Fig. 5.4 (above), Mrs Emma Marshall, Kensington Palace in the Days of Queen Mary II (London: Seely & Co.,1895).   Fig. 5.5 (below), King Albert’s Book: a tribute to the Belgian King and people from representative men and women throughout the world (London: The Daily Telegraph, 1914).
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  The library of the Field Artillery Training Regiment near Bristol had 230 books given by voluntary organisations and another 100 from Bristol Public Library. But out of 330 books only fifty-one were non-fiction, mainly biography and travel. The rest were split between ‘numerous Penguins’; books by ‘Conrad, Dunsany, Conan Doyle, G.D.H. & M. Cole, Daudet, Anatole France, Rosila Forbes, Gautier, Zane Grey, Constance Holme, Ian Hay, [and] W. de la Mare’; a ‘number of old throw-outs by Ainsworth, Scott, Eliot, Rider Haggard, Hall Caine, [and] Marie Corelli’; and finally ‘throw-outs by nobodies’, which comprised ‘about twenty-five percent of the stock’.77

  Penguins made up half of the 200 books in a Signals Headquarters library serving 250 men. Half of these were fiction. They included two crime novels, Enter a Murderer by Ngaio Marsh and Stealthy Terror by John Fergusson, as well as A Farewell To Arms by Ernest Hemingway, Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw, and Spanish Farm by R. H. Mottram. Amongst the non-fiction was Mutual Aid, a 1902 essay collection by the Russian naturalist and anarchist philosopher, Peter Kropotkin; J. G. Crowther’s British Scientists of the Nineteenth Century; and a Penguin Special, God in a World at War by John Hadham. The rest were outdated cloth-bound books including Mr Clutterbuck’s Election (1908) by Hilaire Belloc; The God in the Car (1894), a political story, by Anthony Hope; Exploits of Elaine by A. B. Reeve, a novelisation of a 1914 American film serial in the damsel in distress genre; The Battle of the Strong (1898), a novel by Sir Gilbert Parker; and The Further Adventures of Dr. Syn (1936), one of Russell Thorndike’s series of novels featuring the clergyman and smuggler the Reverend Doctor Christopher Syn.78 
  While some unit libraries thus provided a reasonable amount of light reading, many incorporated a share of outdated fiction and mind-numbing non-fiction. If the citizens of Kensington were at all representative, then the public were stripping their shelves of old and undervalued books rather than releasing more cherished items. No matter how the stock was made up, much of it was permanently in place and few libraries could, at least partially, refresh their books. Soldiers using their unit library often faced the prospect of stale and worn-out books.  

77 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Reading in the Forces, Second-Lieutenant, Bristol (May 1942).

78 MOA 20-7-A Forces reading: Directive replies, Second-Lieutenant H. D. Barty-King (May 1942).

  Would unit libraries have been better had the L.A.’s plan for military libraries gone ahead? Professional librarians seconded from army duties would have established links with local public libraries, but this would not have guaranteed light literature that was available in sufficient quantities, or regularly enough, to meet likely demand. In 1940 the War Office thought there was a danger of the L.A. giving troops what was thought good for them and not what they wanted. This belief was not unfounded as the L.A. held well-established views on what a library service should achieve. In 1927 the Kenyon Report on public libraries confirmed that: ‘The principal [sic.] underlying the library service is that it exists for the training of the good citizen. It must aim at providing all that printed literature can provide to develop his intellectual, moral and spiritual capabilities.’79

  The inter-war rise of popular mass media placed this aspiration under serious strain.  In particular, it led to a debate on the appropriateness of the public library as a dispenser of escapist fiction. Writing in 1930, the librarian Ernest Baker declared that supplying trashy literature corrupted the tastes of impressionable people who would otherwise have become intelligent readers. By ‘supplying facilities for mere mental dissipation’, the public library was ‘promoting the work of social corruption which it wants to counteract’.80 

  The L.A.’s view of suitable recreational reading was plainly at odds with the troops’ demand for escapism. Soldiers wanted their reading to, at least temporally, divert them from army life and thoughts of home. They likely felt that ABCA and BWP were providing sufficient intellectual and moral improvement without any help from elsewhere. The only people to possibly benefit from the L.A.’s ideals were better educated readers and the men and women bereft of textbooks on army educational programmes. But, as noted in the last chapter, the L.A. would have faced the same problems of supply and distribution that bedevilled the Book Depot and, as 1942 began it would be the turn of the British book trade to offer a solution to these difficulties. 

79 Black, The Public Library in Britain, pp.71-72.
80 Ibid., pp. 60-63.
5.4. Books published for soldiers. 

1941 was a difficult year as regards book provision for the Forces. The British book trade struggled to fulfil the Book Depot’s orders and the salvage campaign led to diminishing returns from public appeals. At Penguin Books, Allen Lane was increasingly frustrated by paper rationing, despite the pre-war sales of Penguin Specials upping his quota. Like the rest of book trade, Penguin could sell everything they produced and still not meet demand.81 As Lane observed to Bill Williams in December 1941:  

For the last two years we have supplied the bulk of reasonably priced books for the forces, either through the channels controlled through Colonel Jackson, or by books supplied direct to units by us or through the normal bookselling channels both in this country and abroad. In spite of the paper rationing we have been able to maintain a reasonable selection although in recent months this has dropped from something like 400 titles to about 100. In order to do this we have had to ration the home trade severely.82
  To ease the situation Lane proposed the formation of the Forces Book Club (FBC). Joe Pearson, in his study of Penguin Books in wartime, argues that Lane must have 

reasoned that if he could persuade the Authorities of the need for a book club for the forces then surely he could extract an additional paper allowance to cover such a scheme. If he was successful in his application then this would have another spin-off, namely that the set-up costs of his printing could be offset against the book club thus making his run on costs for the Main Series issue negligible and his consequent profit margins greater.83
  When promoting his idea Lane had the advantage of having Bill Williams as an ‘insider’ in the War Office. As well as leading ABCA, Williams had continued to

81  Lewis, Penguin Special, p.163. 
82 Penguin Portrait, Allen Lane and the Penguin Editors, 1935 – 1970, ed. by Steve Hare (London: Penguin Books, 1995), pp.108-109.
83 Joe Pearson, Penguins March On, Books for the Forces during World War II (London: Penguin Collectors’ Society, 1996), pp.17-18. 

advise Penguin and, in December 1941, he facilitated a meeting at the War Office between himself and Lane, Colonel Jackson, Brigadier M. C. Morgan from the Welfare Directorate, and ‘a representative of the Treasury’.84

  After this meeting Lane set out his ‘recollection of the conversation’ to Williams:

The scheme I proposed was that we should produce ten books a month for the Forces alone: that we should supply these parcels ready for distribution to Colonel Jackson who would affix the labels, stamp them and hand them over to the Post Office. The price I suggested was 5d per copy or 4/2d per parcel of ten books which would allow Colonel Jackson’s organisation a margin of 2d per copy for office expenses after deducting 8d, being the cost of postage to any part of the world.

The only figure about which I was not certain was what the immediate requirements might be and Colonel Jackson seemed to be confident that we might place this at 75,000 of each title or three-quarters of a million books per month.

Colonel Jackson also said that there would be no difficulty in getting the necessary paper allocation as his namesake at the Paper Control was quite willing to co-operate provided that all the paper thus released would be used wholly and solely for the Forces. This, of course, I was quite willing to agree to as I would propose that when once we had delivered the agreed number of books to Colonel Jackson for distribution there would be no further reprint and, in fact, that the scheme would work as a sort of ‘Forces Book Club’ which, once distribution of each title had been effected, would thenceforth become unavailable under the Scheme.85
  Williams’ dual roles allowed him to expedite Lane’s proposal through the War Office bureaucracy. The Club was officially approved in July 1942, allowing General Willans to announce its arrival on the BBC in September. 
84 Holman, Print for Victory, pp.118-119. 

85 Hare, Penguin Portrait, pp.108-109.

  The Club’s first ten titles were posted in October 1942. However, subscriptions fell well below expectation and the first parcels went to just 5,000 subscribers instead of the anticipated 75,000. Although the Book Depot increased its order to 6,350 parcels per month in January 1943, by then it was obvious that the Club had failed to take off and that subscriptions would never reach the level forecast. In the end the Club ran for exactly a year, closing in September 1943 after publishing 120 titles in twelve monthly instalments of ten books.86 

  There are several explanations for the Club’s limited achievement. Subscriptions fell short because comparatively few people knew of the Club’s existence. Once the first official announcements had been made, there was little additional publicity. Advertisements appeared in two issues of Current Affairs, though these were less than inspiring [Fig. 5.4], and army newspapers printed occasional notices of forthcoming titles. Lane complained to Williams that Penguin was ‘constantly being asked whether it is possible for units to obtain regular supplies direct from us and obviously the writers have no knowledge of the service which the Club gives or they would have availed themselves of it’.  When visiting the AEC on Salisbury Plain, he found ‘a few of the larger units had sets in their libraries’, but officers had asked him ‘whether it would not be possible for them to have some publicity material enabling them to introduce the scheme to their outlying stations’.87
  Meanwhile, the Book Depot continued to offer Penguins free, or to purchase.  Units could still purchase new Penguins for £1 15s. a parcel and Penguin encouraged the public to send in their used paperbacks by printing on front endpapers: 

BOOKS FOR THE FORCES

Leave this book at a Post Office when you have read it,

   so that men and women in the Services may enjoy it too.88
86 Pearson, Penguins March On, pp.31-33. 

87 Hare, Penguin Portrait, pp.112-113.

88 See, for example, Dorothy Woodman, An A.B.C. of the Pacific (Harmondsworth: Penguin Special, 1942), p.1. 

  In September 1942 the Penguin price increased from sixpence to ninepence meaning that a parcel previously holding 100 paperbacks now contained just seventy, but this still offered reasonable value when compared to £3 for 120 FBC titles.89 In March 1943 Jackson told Lane that it was ‘evident that the 70 selections are a more popular feature’, as units were saying that ‘they would rather put £3 down and get 120 books now, than 120 books over the year’. Jackson felt that he ‘must fall in with their wishes and not force onto them a scheme which experience has shown they are generally disinclined to play with’.90 

  When the FBC was formed, ABCA and the Book Depot were announced as joint sponsors. In practice, ABCA’s contribution was limited to Bill Williams and, having done his bit setting up the Club, he appeared reluctant to continue supporting Lane. Williams later explained that as Lane could be ‘too invasive and exacting with people whose services he bought’, he only ever advised Penguin in ‘a strictly extra-mural capacity’. His work with ABCA was not only more remunerative but also ‘more significant’ to him.91 Lacking help from Williams, Lane was forced to deal with Colonel Jackson on his own and Jackson was determined to keep Penguin at arm’s length. 
  When, in early 1943, Lane proposed that Penguin take over the monthly distribution, he was curtly rebuffed by Jackson who told him that ‘the Services Departments would not permit, on security grounds, any Club on the lines of the Forces Book Club being undertaken other than through Service agency’. Lane became thoroughly disillusioned and told Jackson that he was ‘far from satisfied with the distribution of the Forces Book Club’ and did not ‘wish to tie [himself] indefinitely in the matter’. It was likely that Penguin would terminate the Club at the end of the current subscription year and Jackson should ‘bear this in mind’ when ‘accepting subscriptions carrying you over this period’.92 
89 Jackson, in Army Welfare, p. 205.

90 Pearson, Penguins March On, pp. 32-33. 
91 W. E. Williams, Allen Lane: A Personal Portrait (London: The Bodley Head, 1973), p.12. 
92 Pearson, Penguins March On, pp. 31-33. 
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Fig. 5.6. Advertisement for the Forces Book Club in Current Affairs, 29 August 1942. 

Author’s collection

  For Jackson, distribution was not the key issue. He told Lane: ‘The fact that subscriptions have not come up to expectations is explained by the letters received, which show that many of the titles of the books are not generally acceptable.’93 Jackson highlighted a demand ‘for ‘warm’ fiction, westerns, and crime’. Lane pointed out that Penguin had ‘never published any books in the first two categories’ and that the FBC produced ‘not more than two titles a month […] of the last category’. As Penguin was ‘not supplying the type of book which you feel [is] best suited for the Services’, he could ‘readily understand how unsuitable our list as a whole must be’.94 

  Although 120 books were issued by the FBC, there were only 118 titles. Robert Graves’s novel, Claudius the God, and The Worst Journey in the World, Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s memoir of Scott's ill-fated expedition to the South Pole, were each published in two volumes. Within the 118 titles, there were thirty-seven novels, ten short story collections, two poetry anthologies, and twenty-three detective stories. Forty-three were non-fiction and there were three books by Adrian Bell which, as already noted, veered towards memoir.95

  The Club’s crime novels all fell into the category of Golden Age detective fiction. Anthony Berkeley headed the list with three books: The Second Shot, Panic Party, and The Silk Stocking Murders. There were two books by Ernest Bramah (Max Carrados, The Eyes of Max Carados), Ngaio Marsh (Enter a Murderer, The Nursing Home Murder), Georgette Heyer (The Unfinished Clue, Why Shoot a Butler? ), and Richard Keverne, (Artifex Intervenes, William Cook : Antique Dealer); with other authors, such as John Rhode and Gladys Mitchell represented by a single title. 

  A few titles, such as Rookery Nook and A Cuckoo in the Nest, two novels by Ben Travers which he later adapted as successful West End farces, could be classed as light reading, but most FBC fiction was at the upper end of middlebrow. The Club issued three novels by John Galsworthy (The Dark Flower, The Patrician, The Country House), three by Hugh Walpole (The Green Mirror, The Dark Forest, The 
93  Pearson, Penguins March On,  pp.32-33. 

94  Hare, Penguin Portrait, p. 113. Presumably ‘warm’ fiction encompassed hard-boiled thrillers and risqué romances.

95 A complete list of FBC publications can be found at ‘The Penguin Forces Book Club’ http://www.penguinfirsteditions.com.

Secret City), and two each by E. M. Forster, Graham Greene and Norman Collins. Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were the sole representatives of classic fiction.

  FBC non-fiction was a somewhat random mixture drawn from Penguin Specials, Pelicans and Penguin Travel and Adventure. Some, such as A Short History of English Literature, a ‘brief and lucid survey of the whole of English Literature from Beowulf to James Joyce’, by B. Ifor Evans, and Mathematician’s Delight by W. W. Sawyer, ‘designed to convince the general reader that mathematics is not a forbidding science but an attractive mental exercise’, had been commissioned by Penguin and were designed to appeal to the intelligent reader.96 Others like Town Planning by Thomas Sharp, which considered the relationship between architecture and town planning, and Cine-Biology by Mary Field, on filming the secrets of plant and animal life, probably held specialist appeal. Travel and adventure offered better prospects with, for instance, South Latitude, F. D. Ommanney’s ‘account of life in the Antarctic […] on board the Royal Research Ship Discovery II’, and The Egypt’s Gold by David Scott, ‘the story of the amazing recovery of gold bars from the P&O liner, Egypt, in 400 feet of water in the early 1930’s’.97
   Many Club titles had already come out in Penguin. Cold Comfort Farm, Fontamara, Howards End, Death of My Aunt, Within Four Walls, and Corduroy were all recorded in the RAOC surveys before they appeared as FBC titles. Potential subscribers viewing the Club’s list for October 1942 would have been disappointed to see just one new title, Panic Party by Anthony Berkeley, and even this appeared again the following month in the green and white covers of ‘Penguin Crime’. By reprinting Penguins, Lane was ignoring the wishes of General Willans who stressed ‘the importance of including in the Forces Book Club a fair number of titles which have not hitherto appeared in Penguin Books’.98 Over twelve months, while fifty-four titles first came out as Club editions, fifty-nine had already appeared in Penguin, and five 

96 Cover blurbs, Pelican editions. <https://www.abebooks.co.uk> [accessed 27 September 2019]   
97 ‘South Latitude’ <https://biblio.co.uk/> [accessed 10 October 2019]; ‘The Egypt's Gold’ <https://www.pinterest.co.uk> [accessed 10 October 2019].

98 Pearson, Penguins March On, p.29.

were published simultaneously. All the titles first issued by the FBC quickly resurfaced as Penguins. The longest gap was a mere five months between the Club’s publication of Mathematician’s Delight in April 1943 and its reappearance as a Pelican in August 1943.99 By May 1943 things had improved as only two titles in the monthly selection were already Penguins, but, by then, it was too late as Lane had signalled his intention to quit.
  Although Colonel Jackson was chiefly a distributor of whatever arrived in his organization, it is difficult to believe that he only discovered the troops’ fiction preferences around the end of 1942. As he had previously reported a ninety-nine percent demand for novels, particularly light fiction, he could have tried to steer Lane away from including such a high a percentage of non-fiction in the FBC. Even so it is doubtful if Lane would have listened, as he jealously guarded his hard-won reputation for quality and seemed set on tying the Club’s programme to Penguin’s overall plans. 

  It can also be argued that both Jackson and Lane overestimated the appeal of Penguins to working-class soldiers. Before and after the war, Mass Observation found Penguin Books to be unpopular with working-class readers. In a 1938 survey, for example, only two of the many working-class interviewees read books published by Penguin.100 In 1947 another investigation found that, while other paperback series had a healthy sale amongst working-class readers, Penguin did not. The study concluded that Penguins were bought by only nine percent of the total reading public, partly due to working-class readers disliking the kind of fiction published.101

  If Richard Hoggart’s experience is any indication, many troops saw Penguins as not for them. Hoggart (the future author of The Uses of Literacy) discovered that in his officer training unit the general level of intellectual interest in arts and ideas was ‘too low to have shown on any scale’. But, those few interested ‘had a kind of code that if 
99 Penguin issue dates are taken from ‘A Complete Catalogue of the Publications of Penguin Books’, in The Penguin Story MCMXXXV MCMLVI [by Sir William Emrys Williams] (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1956).
100 James, Popular Culture, pp.114-115.
101 McAleer, Popular Reading, p.59.

there was a Penguin or Pelican sticking out of the back trouser pocket of a battledress, you had a word with him because it meant he was one of the different ones’.102
  An analysis of the sixpenny editions read by the soldiers of the RAOC unit shows that Penguins only just outweighed other paperbacks. Twenty Penguin books (including Pelicans and Specials) were seen, together with eighteen from other publishers. Eleven of these were from the various imprints of Hutchinson Group, four were Collins ‘White Circle’ editions, two came from Evergreen Books (a joint imprint of Hutchinson and Chatto & Windus), and there was one Cherry Tree book. These other imprints offered examples of thrillers (The Devil Rides Out), westerns (Forgotten Canyon), and romance (Evening at the Farm); all categories eschewed by Penguin.103

  The demise of the FBC did not spell the end of paperbacks produced specifically for the Forces. While Lane’s proposal to establish the FBC was still under discussion, word got out, sparking outrage amongst rival publishers who felt that Penguin was about to receive a monopoly in supplying the Forces, with their already generous paper allowance unfairly augmented.104 The protests were led by Walter Harrap, now representing the British Publishers’ Guild, a group that he claimed he had been ‘largely responsible’ for setting up.105 

  The Guild, a combination of several large publishing houses including Jonathan Cape, Cassell, Chatto and Windus, William Collins, J. M. Dent, Faber and Faber, Heinemann, Harrap and John Murray, was created to develop ‘Guild Books’, a 

 102 Richard Hoggart, A Sort of Clowning: Life and Times 1940-1959 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 8-9; ‘Professor Richard Hoggart Interview, Bristol, 6 April 1993’, in The Penguin Collector, 41 (1993), 13-20 (pp.13-14).

103 Publication details ascertained from: ‘A Complete Catalogue’, in The Penguin Story; Collins White Circle Books 1936-1959, comp. by Richard Williams (Winterton, Lincs: Dragonby Press, 2005); Hutchinson Group Paperbacks 1935–1949, comp. by Richard Williams (Dragonby Press, 1990); Cherry Tree Books 1937–1953, comp. by Richard Williams (Dragonby Press, 1996); ‘Evergreen Books’ <https://seriesofseries.owu.edu/ evergreen-books/> [accessed 20 October 2020].  
104 Lewis, Penguin Special, pp.163-164. 

105 Hare, Penguin Portrait, pp.110-111.

relatively late entrant into the paperback market. Guild Books launched in February 1941 but progress was slow and co-ordination difficult, as each paperback was produced by the publisher responsible for its initial publication in hard-back.106
  Harrap, sensing that supplying the Book Depot could give Guild Books added impetus, energetically lobbied the War Office. Unfortunately, his correspondence was intercepted by Bill Williams who persuaded General Willans that Guild Books was practically defunct and should not be allowed to compete with Penguin. Rather disingenuously, Williams suggested that: ‘Allen Lane, in this matter, is mainly a philanthropist, he wants to give the Services priority in book supplies, and he wants to mitigate for them the consequences of the impending book famine.’107
  The tide only turned in favour of the Guild when the Ministry of Supply released 100 tons of paper for the printing of special editions of paperback books for the Forces overseas. Colonel Jackson could now report: 

The 100 tons of paper issued […] relieved the new paperback position [and] it was felt that we should attempt to get other publishers to produce books specially for the Services which had not before appeared in paperback form. I thus arranged for the British Publisher’s Guild to print 70 specially selected titles in paperback form each in an addition [sic.] of 50,000 at a cost of 5½d per book. These editions were to be special to the Services, to have their own distinctive cover, and were to consist in the majority of cases of books which were up-to-date and which had not before been printed in a cheap edition. All were to be delivered by the end of June, 1943. These books were most favourably commented upon and received a great reception.108
This paper release also allowed William Collins to supply the Book Depot with titles especially for the Services from its White Circle paperback imprint. 

106 Holman, Print for Victory, pp.120-121; ‘Guildy Pleasures’ <https://paperbackrevolution. wordpress.com> [accessed 20 November 2019].

107 Lewis, Penguin Special, pp.163-164. 

108 Jackson in Army Welfare, pp. 205-206.

  Guild Books issued approximately 230 titles (one third non-fiction) for the Services between 1943 and 1946.109 Their design followed the same format as the original Guild Books series with a white diagonal stripe across the front cover for the title and author, but now with the words ‘Services Edition’ printed above and below it. Covers were colour-coded with red for crime, thrillers, and westerns; blue for general fiction and light brown for non-fiction [Fig. 5.7].  At the foot of each cover a horizontal stripe added more guidance for the reader, such as ‘Fiction - Chinese Novel’ (Keith West, Ma Wei Slope) and ‘Non-Fiction - An Airman’s Reminiscences’ (Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Wind, Sand and Stars).110  

  Collins produced about 180 Services Edition titles over the same time period, mostly based around the three main White Circle series, ‘Crime Club’, ‘Wild West Club’, and   ‘Collins Mystery’.111 Their designs mirrored those for White Circle, with a large white circle on the front cover for the title and author. Crime Club’s green and white covers displayed a stylized picture of two masked murderers carrying a pistol and a knife, the yellow Wild West covers had a mounted cowboy lassoing the white circle, and the pink covers of Collins Mystery showed a British policeman blowing his emergency whistle. Books destined for the Forces added the words ‘Services Edition’ across these covers [Fig. 5.8].112  

  The covers, particularly White Circle, would have attracted those who were influenced in their choice of book by its look. This highlighted another FBC deficiency. Although Penguin covers were not illustrated, it was easy enough to distinguish between the books on offer through branding (Pelican, Penguin Special) and colour-coding (green and white for crime, orange and white for general fiction etc.). The FBC forswore this in favour of covers displaying a white label with title and 

109 No complete record of Guild Services Edition titles appears to exist but a largely complete list can be found at ‘Checklist of Guild Services Editions’ www.serviceseditions.com/ checklists.  

110 ‘The Guild finds a purpose’ < https://paperbackrevolution.wordpress.com> [accessed 20 November 2019].

111 Again no complete list of Collins Services Edition titles exists but a mainly complete list can be found at ‘Checklist of Collins Services Editions’ www.serviceseditions.com/ checklists.  

112 ‘Back to basics – Collins White Circle paperbacks’ <https://paperbackrevolution.wordpress.           com> [accessed 20 November 2019].
	[image: image37.jpg]




	[image: image38.jpg]FICTION





	[image: image39.jpg]"—_—
|
Jorvie!!

|
: LIFE LINE

Chartes G2

Fdition

N
ON-FICTION





	Fig. 5.7  Guild Services Editions 

Clockwise from left: Non-fiction (Light brown cover), General Fiction (Blue cover), Crime, Thrillers and Westerns (Red cover).
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	Fig. 5.8.  Collins Services Editions 

Clockwise from left: Collins Mystery  (Pink cover), Crime Club (Green and white cover), Wild West Club, (Yellow cover)
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	Fig. 5.9. The Forces Book Club in the lime green cover for May 1943. The “Egypt’s” Gold originally appeared in the magenta and white cover of Penguin Travel and Adventure while Nazis in Norway subsequently came out as a Penguin Special. 

www.penguinfirsteditions.com


author over a solid colour linked to the month of issue. Lime green, for example, denoted the ten books issued in May 1943 [Fig. 5.9]. Thus, anyone wanting to discover the theme of a Club paperback would have to browse its content; something the casual reader may have been unlikely to do.  

  The White Circle Services Editions enabled Collins to provide the kind of fiction that Colonel Jackson claimed was in demand by the troops. Aficionados of the ‘hard-boiled’ novel were catered for in eight novels by Peter Cheyney and eight by David Hume (including Requiem for Rogues and Mick Cardby Works Overtime). Agatha Christie, ‘the acknowledged queen of crime fiction’ and a prized Collins author, emerged with seven titles: two featuring Hercule Poirot and two, Miss Marple.113 
113 David Keir, The House of Collins ( London: Collins, 1952), p.244.                                                    
Another prolific Collins author, Cecil Street, had nine novels in the series: five written as John Rhode and four under another pseudonym, Miles Burton. But the largest single contributor was Charles Horace Snow, an American writer of westerns who, under the pen names Ranger Lee, Gary Marshall and Wade Smith, provided eleven titles.114  

  Between 1943 and 1946 the Publishers’ Guild accommodated contributions from twenty-three different publishers to their Services Editions. Few authors had more than one or two books published in the series, with W. Somerset Maugham and C. S. Forester (with Brown on Resolution, Payment Deferred, The Ship and a biography of Nelson) each heading the list with four. This meant that popular authors such as Sydney Horler with one thriller, Fear Walked Behind, were under-represented, while others, including Edgar Rice Burroughs and Nat Gould, were excluded. Most of the fiction was middle-of-the-road or above from authors such as Hugh De Selincourt (The Cricket Match) and Graham Greene (The Confidential Agent), but with so many publishers involved there was the occasional oddity. Heinemann, for instance, contributed Java Head by Joseph Hergesheimer, an American writer, who dealt with upper class characters through a floridly descriptive style he referred to as “aestheticism”.115

  Around a third of Guild titles were non-fiction and, generally, more lightweight than those offered by the FBC.  Biography and memoirs were especially plentiful.  Gene Tunney, who held the world heavyweight title from 1926 to 1928, wrote of his boxing career in A Man Must Fight. Madeleine Kent recalled her experiences as an English woman living in Nazi Germany in I married a German. Monica Dickens (a great-granddaughter of Charles Dickens) told of her experience of domestic service in One Pair of Hands, and her work as a nurse in One Pair of Feet. In The Back Garden of Allah, Major C. S. Jarvis gave a light-hearted account of his thirteen years as Governor of the Sinai. Finally, Henry Longhurst chronicled his pre-war life as a golfer in It Was Good While It Lasted. 

114 ‘Prolific authors’ <www.serviceseditions.com> [accessed 30 January 2020].                                        115 ‘Joseph Hergesheimer’ <www.goodreads.com>[accessed 20 March 2020].

  Longhurst later recalled the reaction to his Services Edition: 

I treasure many dozens of letters from people I have never met, as far afield as Iceland, Australia, and Ceylon, saying that the book had given them a spell of the ‘escape’ that means so much in the tedium of wartime existence […] fellows have written to say that copies ‘have gone all round the mess’.116
  Longhurst’s letters echo those received by Adrian Bell, reinforcing the impression that not every non-fiction volume was unwelcome in the army. One of Bell’s later books, Sunrise to Sunset, appeared as a Guild Services Edition alongside a sprinkling of other rural writings. A farmer's life was recorded in David Smith’s No Rain in Those Clouds; a country year by A. G. Street in A Year of My Life; and the joys of market gardening in the Vale of Evesham by Duncan McGuffie in Spring Onions. Rather less bucolic was Fred Kitchen’s Brother to the Ox recalling the life of a farm labourer in Northern England during a time of great agricultural upheaval in the early twentieth century.117
  The advent of the Services Editions went some way to meeting the troops’ demand for light literature, with 400 plus titles published steadily between 1943 and 1946. As more titles were added, others went out of print, so it is doubtful if all titles supposedly published at any one time were actually available. By the end of 1943 there were sufficient numbers to fill a parcel of seventy paperbacks, as sixty-seven books had appeared from the Guild and forty-five from Collins. Just like Penguins, parcels of Services Editions had to be bought from the Book Depot, so their arrival in any unit depended on the priority given to welfare. More books were on offer, but their distribution and availability remained uncertain. 

116 Longhurst, I Wouldn’t Have Missed It, p.vii.
117 ‘Brother to the Ox’ <https://www.goodreads.com> [accessed 20 March 2020].

5.5. Assessing books for the army.
At the beginning of chapter four we noted the L.A.’s concern that many soldiers would be beyond the reach of library services and that few could read their choice of book. The librarians’ assumptions were correct in so far as men often found it difficult to access books and libraries, and many remote sites were poorly served for much of the war. Although substantial efforts were made to provide books for the army, the vicissitudes of war often undermined these efforts. Paper rationing, war damage and unreliable logistics meant book supply was unpredictable; a situation compounded in Britain by the War Office’s insistence that books be sent to units only when asked for.  

  When envisioning a military library service, the librarians perhaps overestimated the requirement for reading in the army, assuming that citizen-soldiers would behave like public library borrowers in peacetime and be eager for self-education and selective in their reading.  However, if soldiers had not acquired the habit of reading as civilians they would struggle to acquire it in the military. Men were frequently exhausted by arduous training or time-consuming duties and when they were at leisure many preferred to listen to the radio, visit the cinema, or be enticed by the sociable pub or canteen. Those wanting books found them from local sources, or in parcels from home, but their reading was often ad hoc, improvised or random.

  Soldiers seldom looked for a particular book, being content to read whatever came to hand or lay about in the barracks. But they did search for the one category of literature that, in the librarians’ opinion, inhibited their development as intelligent readers. They yearned for the type of light reading that provided a momentary escape from the rigours of army life. They also accepted a sometimes unlikely looking array of other material.

  In reality, the reading habits of wartime soldiers reflected a taste for popular literature reaching back into the nineteenth century. Discussions about what most soldiers preferred to read, and what the L.A. considered they should have wanted to read, replicated debates about the value of light fiction set against what Wilkie Collins referred to as ‘the delicacies and subtleties of literary art’. Collins, writing in 1858 

when mass-market publishing was in its infancy, optimistically ‘awaited the time when even the humblest of readers would know the difference between a “good” book and a “bad” book’.118 However, in the first half of the twentieth century the prodigious output of cheap fiction allowed numerous readers to continue to indulge a taste for light reading at the expense of what was deemed to be good literature. In turn, this led to arguments about the appropriateness of the public library as a dispenser of escapist fiction and continuing worries over the worth of the material read by the working classes in particular. 
  Although the enduring appeal of popular fiction was shown in much of the soldiers’ reading, changes in reading habits were starting to appear. In February 1944 the Mass Observation Report, ‘Books and the People’, recorded the continuing boom in civilian reading. Public libraries saw no slowdown in the rate of borrowing, and booksellers registered record sales. One bookseller declared: ‘I never knew such a demand for books,’ and another stated: ‘There’s absolutely nothing we can’t sell.’119 Some of this demand was driven by a new reading public that, according to Mass Observation, chiefly consisted of ‘young people in the forces and factories, who have been largely non-readers or small readers up to now’. They were to be found ‘among those who are “mobile”, and are billeted in new factory towns, or stationed in camps far from home’.120 

  A bookseller told Mass Observation that ‘there’s quite a new public come into being since the war. They buy war books, especially [...] political books, books by war correspondents, reminiscences of pilots and other fighting men.’ Another thought there was ‘a genuine new desire for what one might call culture’ amongst the young mechanics working in a local factory. He observed that: They don’t just buy technical books […] Some of them buy poetry, some of them buy the classics when they can get them, and quite a number buy books on painting and on different painters.’121
118 McAleer, Popular Reading, p.2 

119 MOA File report 2018, ‘Books and the People’ (February 1944), p.54.
120 Ibid., p.68.

121 Ibid., pp.69-70.

  More generally, Mass Observation found ‘a strong motive for reading’ in ‘the increase in awareness of public affairs and serious ideas […] stimulated by the war’.122 A librarian noticed that ‘large numbers of people who hardly read at all before the war are reading regularly now […] it’s a direct result of the war. […] People’s curiosity has been awakened, - they want to read and find out a few facts for themselves, - they want to understand the world better, and so they’ve started to read’.123
  Mass Observation admitted that it had limited access to these new readers and found it difficult to estimate their total extent. This was particularly true of the army where difficulties around contemplative reading persisted. A gunner complained: ‘In the army I find it is difficult to read the more worthwhile type of book at all consistently, and find that I absorb considerably less of what I do read.’ However, another soldier found his new duties gave him more time than before ‘for indulging in the pleasures of reading’, while a bombardier found reading to be ‘one of the best forms of relaxation from the dull monotony of Army routine’.124   

  Despite the ambiguities in this report it is likely that increasing numbers of soldiers were joining the ranks of the new reading public. The Allies were winning the war and, as thoughts turned to demobilization and a return to civilian life, citizen-soldiers were eager for information on their place in the post-war world. 

122 MOA File report 2018, ‘Books and the People’, p.61.

123 Ibid., p.71.

124 Ibid., pp 68-69.
6. Demobilizing the citizen-soldier: Release and resettlement, 1944-1945.

At the end of 1943, as the war turned in favour of the Allies, the army began to plan for demobilization. As the precipitous release of men had damaged economic recovery after the First World War, the War Office Official Plan of Release aimed for a gradual return of citizen-soldiers to the civilian labour force. The Plan had to take account of the army’s needs for occupation forces and other post-war duties, the efficient transition to a peacetime economy, and the expectations of citizen-soldiers and their families.1
  The Plan was introduced during ABCA periods, supported by the Current Affairs brief ‘“Show Me the Way to Go Home” – the Official Plan of Release explained and illustrated’. The plan’s basic principle was straightforward. Over ninety percent of the army was to be released under Class A using a combination of age and length of service, where one year of age was the equivalent of two months’ service. The rest came under Class B which allowed for the earlier release of skilled men such as teachers, coal miners, and construction workers. When outlining the plan, officers were asked to ‘stick to the fairway’ and not ‘try any short cuts’ or risk their ‘own interpretations of the scheme’. They were told that, while their men ‘were entitled to know that plans were prepared well before they were needed’, they should stress that the army would remain at ‘Action Stations’ until Japan had been ‘knocked out’. They were also encouraged to ‘turn [the] bulletin into charts, posters, diagrams and captions’ which would ‘project the plan tersely and vividly into the men’s minds’.2 
  The Release Plan was to be rolled out gradually on the assumption that the war against Japan would continue for at least a year once Germany surrendered. Thus, Japan’s capitulation on 15 August 1945, just three months after Germany, threw it into confusion. Soldiers who had reluctantly joined the army in the first place were now impatient to leave. Those stationed overseas worried about job prospects, finding a place to live, and restoring family relationships after a long absence. They became frustrated when their hopes of an early release went unrealized. Morale

1 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, p. 286.  

2 Current Affairs, 23 September 1944 pp.1-25; Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp.286-287. 

plummeted amongst men and women, leading to insubordination and protests over conditions and delays in release. In response, in October 1945, the new Labour government accelerated the rate of release and by January 1946 demobilization had reached 80,000 a week. Around 3.7 million men and women had left the Services by July and by the end of the year the process was almost complete, with some 4.25 million having returned to civilian life.3 

  This chapter examines how the range of pamphlets, newspapers, and books, initially assembled to support army welfare and education in improving morale, were adapted to meet the challenge of demobilizing the citizen-soldier. It outlines the army’s new educational scheme in support of the Official Plan of Release and explains how this was communicated to the troops. It then looks, in turn, at how ABCA, army newspapers and news-bulletins, books and libraries contributed to army life during the final months of war and the immediate post-war period; and explores how they were impacted by the hastening Release Plan. Finally, it considers the post-war fortunes of the various publications engendered by the wartime British Army and whether they could survive, or even prosper, in the post-war world. 

6.1. The Army Education Scheme (Release Period).

Two weeks after ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’, Current Affairs introduced the Army Education Scheme for the Release Period (AES) in ‘Brush-up for Civvy Street’ [Fig. 6.1]. Officers were informed that it was their business ‘to publicise and explain this rehabilitation plan to the troops’ so that the period between the cessation of hostilities and their release from the army would be ‘employed not in marking-time but in making-ready’. They were reminded of their continuing responsibility for the morale of their men and ‘in fulfilling that duty’ they would find ‘a timely value in the AES’.4
  The AES was designed to make up ‘as far as possible those arrears of education and training’ which were ‘part of the debit side of war service’. Just as the Release Plan provided for ‘bonuses of various kinds’ on leaving the army, the AES provided 
3 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp.287-288. 

4 Current Affairs, 7 October 1944, p.2.
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	Fig. 6.1. Current Affairs introduces the Army Education Scheme for the Release Period.

Author’s collection. 


‘another kind of bonus – a refresher course of education’ which would give ‘all ranks a better chance of getting on’ when they returned to civilian life. However, it was emphasised that the new scheme grew from the education schemes operating in the army since General Willans’ initial proposals in 1940 (see chapter one). What now existed was to be ‘extended and adapted to meet the changed interests and lives of the Demob. Period’.5
  Instead of just two compulsory hours for ABCA and BWP there would now be six to eight hours of education each week as an obligatory part of the working timetable. ABCA and BWP would continue and for the other hours soldiers would be treated individually. The men and women already on correspondence courses for a trade or profession would have more time and facilities for study. The rest would be offered a 

5 Current Affairs, 7 October 1944, pp.2, 9.
‘broad classification of subjects of study within which soldiers will find something pretty near to their requirements […] above all, something which will initiate for them a process they can carry farther when they leave the Army’.6
  According to Major T. H. Hawkins and L. J. F. Brimble in their review of adult education in the British Army, the AES was ‘on the whole […] enthusiastically received and any adverse comments were usually about the apparently inordinately long delay in implementing the scheme’ as men ‘felt that here was a scheme that was going to help them and they wanted to get on with it’. However, Hawkins and Brimble believed that ‘the announcements may have been too early’ as victory in Europe was nearly eight months away. The War Office set 1 July 1945 as the date for the general implementation of the scheme. In line with the Plan of Release, a gradual development of the AES was anticipated as military commitments grew less, but the sudden Japanese surrender sent the demand for education rocketing as thousands of troops stopped fighting.7
  Army Education now faced running the AES ‘in a time of rapid change and upheaval’. Hawkins and Brimble relate how ‘education became a matter of improvisation rather than a static system’ as ‘classes waxed and waned according to the incidence of releases and postings’. The scheme met with ‘unprecedented success in some units’, while in others it encountered ‘dismal failure because it was never really tried’. In the army in Germany there was plenty of ‘spontaneous educational activity’ after the ceasefire on 8 May 1945, as units were ‘determined to have all the education they could get’. In Britain two-thirds of AA units were ‘engaged on educational programmes […] and in very few cases were these units doing less than the stipulated six hours a week’. However, there was almost no educational activity in the Royal Engineers, Royal Signals, RASC, RAMC, and the Pioneer Corps where ‘the pressure of work had not diminished with the cessation of hostilities’.  In SEAC, the AES was introduced in November 1945 and ‘developed slowly under difficult conditions’, although ‘in some parts of India and Burma […] the scheme was tackled with enthusiasm and achieved profitable results’.8
6 Current Affairs, 7 October 1944, pp.8-10.
7 Hawkins and Brimble, Adult Education, pp.323, 333-326.

8 Ibid., pp. 337-352. 

6.2. ABCA.

Hawkins and Brimble claim that in its early stages the AES impacted on ABCA as there was ‘a widespread feeling […] that the education of the individual was the all-important issue’ and ABCA was ‘of little use to the man who was prepared to study for his own benefit’. However, the main difficulty facing ABCA was the ‘constant changes of officers owing to releases from the Army and to the general shortage of officers’, which ‘prevented much training of new officers in group discussion methods’. Gradually, though, ‘ABCA regained its former place’.9

  With ABCA’s place reclaimed, Bill Williams looked for ways to present current affairs in a dramatic form. An opportunity presented itself when he met Captain Michael MacOwan who had run the Westminster Theatre before the war. Williams persuaded MacOwan to establish the ABCA Play Unit, a small company performing specially written short plays on current affairs. The dramatizing of current affairs could have produced worthy, but tedious, plays. However, although it performed just six plays during its three-year life, the unit broke new ground in subject matter and methods of stage presentation. From the summer of 1944, its productions included What’s Wrong with the Germans?, an introduction to life in the Nazi police state; The Japanese Way, on the indoctrination of a Japanese soldier; and Where Do We Go From Here?, which dealt with post-war reconstruction. The writing was done on a committee basis by MacOwan, Bridget Boland (a film scriptwriter serving in the ATS), Jack Lindsay (a poet, author, and private in the Royal Signals), and Ted Willis (a civilian scriptwriter, later well-known as the creator of the television series ‘Dixon of Dock Green’).10 The unit used non-theatrical locations such as Nissen huts, gun-sites, and canteens, which allowed it to create an intimate connection with its audience. The techniques it employed owed more to the cinema than the stage, with short, pithy scenes, cross-cutting between time and place, innovative lighting effects, and speakers placed in the audience. The audience was forced to use its imagination as scenery was kept to a minimum.11 

9 Hawkins and Brimble, Adult Education, p. 361.
10 Crang, The British army, p.125.
11 Rebecca D’Monté, British Theatre and Performance 1900-1950 (London: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2015), pp.155-156.

  What’s Wrong With The Germans? demonstrated how these methods drew audiences into the action and provoked debate on the issues presented. The play opened with an officer announcing that the performance had been cancelled and in its place there would be a discussion of the German character. A ‘soldier’ then stood up in the audience and spoke of the German family with whom he had been billeted after the First World War. This family then appeared and the son, a Social Democrat, addressed the audience about his beliefs. His speech was interrupted by Nazi storm troopers bursting in, seizing the speaker and beating him up. Their commandant entered from the back of the hall, climbed on stage, and delivered an inflammatory address finishing with shouts of ‘Sieg Heil!’. The play, vividly showing what it was like to live in a police state, aroused strong emotions. At one performance, a group of young soldiers screamed, yelled, and booed throughout and at the close attempted to rush the stage and assault the actor playing the Nazi officer.12  

  Attending a unit production must have been extraordinary event for the audience. For many it was their first experience of a live play and even those accustomed to theatre-going would have been bewildered by the absence of the traditional proscenium arch separating performers from spectators. ABCA plays were written for audience participation and to provoke thought and discussion, as summarized by Ted Willis when talking about Where Do We Go From Here?: 

It didn’t answer any questions, it just posed them. I think its greatest quality was the fact that it involved the soldiers and I know that when we moved on they went on discussing the play. Long after the show broke up you’d see groups of soldiers standing together, sitting together, discussing. And you can’t ask any more of theatre than that people should carry on discussing.13 
  However, despite this success in engaging its audiences, the unit’s message was limited in scale and impact for it failed to reach most of the army. During the final months of 1944 it gave just fifty-eight performances to a total audience of about 20,000 when around one million soldiers were still serving in Britain. 

12 Fawkes, Fighting for a Laugh, pp.105-106.

13 Ibid., p.110

  From mid-1944 Current Affairs increasingly focused on the pressing concerns around the British peacetime agenda and on the wider issues facing the post-war world. Discussion topics on domestic issues embraced post-war education, housing, employment, social insurance, and community centres.14 There was even concern about the falling birth rate in ‘Fewer Children: The Population Problem’ (2 December 1944) although returning servicemen and women would soon strive to correct this, leading to a ‘baby boom’ from 1946. On the international front, soldiers were told about the United Nations, the United States, China, and the ever-popular Soviet Union.15 Other issues were devoted to the British Empire with a general brief on the Dominions (‘Men from the Dominions’, 16 December 1944), followed by issues on New Zealand (24 February 1945), Australia (24 March 1945), Canada (19 May 1945), South Africa (17 November 1945), and India (1 December 1945). Current Affairs for 3 November 1945 discussed the ‘Colonial Problem’. The problem with these ‘dependent territories’ was ‘poverty’ which caused ‘ignorance, superstition, disease and backwardness in all forms of civilised progress’. The solution was to eliminate poverty ‘while helping the colonial peoples towards self-government’. The brief talked about meeting and remedying ‘the specific grievances of colonial peoples’ and winning co-operation by ‘convincing them of our sincerity in all the plans we are forming’, but said nothing about why their standard of living was so low after decades within the Empire. 

  After the final issue of War appeared on 23 June 1945, it was succeeded by a ‘B’ series of Current Affairs, which inherited the familiar red and white covers of its predecessor [Fig. 6.2]. Introducing the first issue, Bill Williams stated that the B series would ‘concentrate on what may be called the domestic interests of the British Army’. It would be ‘a guide book of the Release Period’ and be in ‘magazine style’ for, as well as being the basis of ABCA periods, it was ‘designed to be put into the hands of the men’ who ‘must read it for themselves’. If there had been ‘no shortage of paper and printers’, Williams would have issued the bulletin ‘on the scale of one per man’. Instead, he relied on regimental officers to see that it was ‘passed round the platoon’.16
14 ‘Schools for Tomorrow’, 26 August, 1944; ‘Housing Brief’, 15 December 1945; ‘Work for All’, 17 June 1944; ‘A Weapon against Want – The Social Insurance Plan’, 4 November 1944; ‘The More We Are Together’, 10 March 1945. 

15 ‘One World? A discussion brief of the United Nations Charter’, 11 August 1945; ‘America and the Future’, 25 August 1945; ‘Chinese Prospect’, 10 February 1945’, ‘Portrait of an Ally, Soviet Russia 1945’, 8 September 1945.

16 ‘This is Something New’, Current Affairs (B), 21 July 1945, pp.2-3.
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	Fig.6.2. The first issue of the Current Affairs ‘B’ series.
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  Williams set the B series three aims. It would ‘carry news of every regulation concerning the release of troops’, publish ‘every scheme devised to assist soldiers to make a fresh start […] in Civil life’, and would give the army ‘a refresher course in those problems of the post-war world which still have to be solved’.17 In the event, much of this material appeared in the main Current Affairs, and the B series lasted for only twelve issues. Some articles, on migration to the Dominions for instance, focused on the return to civilian life, but others ranged from an analysis of Norway after liberation to plans for the reconstruction of British industry.18 Despite Williams’ endorsement, the series appears to be something of an afterthought, merely filling the gap left by War. Its main value, perhaps, lay in publicizing the Forces Educational Broadcasts provided by the BBC in support of the AES. 

17 ‘This is Something New’, p.3.    

18 ’This Business of Migration’, 18 August 1945; ‘Northern Neighbour,’ 29 September 1945; ‘Work in Hand’, 22 December 1945.  

  In July 1945 the first General Election since 1935 produced an overwhelming Labour victory, with Labour winning 393 seats against 213 for the Conservatives.19 According to Penelope Summerfield, in her paper on ‘Education and Politics in the British Armed Forces in the Second World War’, in the wake of this defeat: ‘Several eminent Conservatives, including Winston Churchill, believed that wartime schemes of education in the Armed Forces caused servicemen to vote Labour at the Election of 1945’. She quotes R. A. Butler, a prominent post-war Tory minister, alleging that ‘The Forces' vote […] had been virtually won over by the leftwing influence of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs’ and notes: ‘So frequently was this view stated that ABCA became a scapegoat for Tory defeat.’20 This notion gained further credence from newly elected Labour MPs like Woodrow Wyatt who claimed that: ‘Whoever dreamed up ABCA […] was in part responsible for Labour’s landside victory.’21
  One way in which ABCA influenced the election was by ensuring that the troops knew that they were entitled to vote. An initial feature in War explained the mechanics of registering for ‘the soldier’s vote’ by completing Form AFB 2686, and this was followed up by debating points in Current Affairs reminding the troops that ‘the vote is the way we get things done in this country, and that by clarifying and enlarging our ideas in discussion we are learning to use our vote intelligently’.22
  This encouragement was necessary as many servicemen and women were either indifferent to politics or unaware of their entitlement to vote. ABCA quoted examples from the ‘lunatic fringe’ where ‘at least one man’ believed that completing AFB 2686 compelled him to vote Conservative, and where ‘a member of the Women’s Services’ declined to vote as, Conservative or Labour, they were ‘all a lot of swindlers’.23  In the event, sixty-four percent of servicemen registered to vote and just over half of those who registered actually voted in 1945: a total of 1,701,000. Contemporary research suggested that they were not instrumental in the outcome of the election, but confirmed that the service vote was overwhelmingly left wing.24

19 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, p. 368.

20 Penelope Summerfield, ‘Education and Politics in the British Armed Forces in the Second World War’, International Review of Social History, 26 (1981), 133-158 (p.133).
21 J. A. Crang, ‘Politics on Parade: Army Education and the 1945 General Election’, History, 81 (1996), 215-227 (p. 221). 

22 ‘Your vote, and how to cast it’, War, 29 April 1944, p. iv; ‘What are you going to do about it?’, Current Affairs, 1 July 1944, pp.15-16.  

23 ‘It’s that form again’, Current Affairs, 23 September, 1944, p. 26.

24 Summerfield, ‘Education and Politics’, p.133.
  Although he agreed that ‘the Services vote was not large enough to put Labour in’   Richard Hoggart believed that ABCA did impact on the election:  

ABCA’s succession of pamphlets and the regular talk plus discussion sessions based on them all over the world did a great deal to make many soldiers vote for Atlee – not because ABCA’s activities were barely disguised socialist propaganda (they were not), but because they helped reduce the power of the mandarin voices, accelerated the decline in deference, [and] made soldiers realise they did have the right to think for themselves.25
  ABCA was not the only mechanism pushing soldiers leftward. Despite improvements to officer selection and training, there were still reactionary elements amongst the regimental officers. Penelope Summerfield quotes an AEC sergeant in SEAC in 1944:

The middle range in the hierarchy, majors and colonels […] were mostly against education, news-sheets etc. They were opposed to free thinking, let alone radical thinking. At the top, and below, the lieutenants […] were often for it.26 

In his analysis of British politics and the Second World War, Paul Addison cites the opinion of a British officer: ‘The men are so sick of officer rule they’ll swing violently to the Left’ as ‘ABCA teaches them that something is wrong, and that changes are needed.’27 
  Thus, as Geoffrey Field in his study of the remaking of the British working class during the war makes clear, the conscripts’ general experience of military life reinforced class awareness as the gulf between officers and men replicated the class stratification of pre-war society. In addition, soldiers developed ‘a strong sense of social grievance, which […] crystallized into a reform agenda that included more social spending, less social inequality, and a more active state role to assure security and employment’. After years of army discipline, they felt that a better future was

25 Hoggart, A Sort of Clowning, p.62.

26 Summerfield, ‘Education and Politics’, p.152.
27 Paul Addison, The Road to 1945 (London: Pimlico, 1994), p.151.

their due and believed that Labour would make this a reality.28 But how much of this developing consciousness was due to ABCA remains an open question, and it is right to concur with Addison’s conclusion that: ‘No-one will be able to measure the significance of ABCA in forming the political opinions of the troops.’29
6.3. Newspapers and news-bulletins.

The AEC’s successful rehearsal of news-bulletin production before the invasion of North West Europe on 6 June 1944 (see chapter three) meant that their bulletins were up and running directly after D-Day. Many claims were made as to who produced the first news-bulletin, but the winner was The Triangle (3rd Division) which appeared on the third day of the invasion.  A couple of days later shellfire killed one member of The Triangle team, injured another, and destroyed part of its equipment, but publication continued uninterrupted. By day five three other papers had appeared, Spearhead (1st Corps), Corps Courier (30th Corps), and Pegasus goes to it!, (6th Airborne Division) [Fig. 6.3], and within a short period every British unit in Normandy had its own bulletin.30
  Colonel A. C. T. White, in his history of army education, lists no less than twenty-nine titles published by the AEC. As well as those already mentioned, they included Wyvern News (43rd Division), Piobaireachd (51st Highland Division), The News (12th Corps), The Red Dragon (53rd Division), The Guardian (Guards Armoured Division), The Polar Bear (49th Division), The Tam o’ Shanter (15th (Scottish) Division), The Cross and Swords (H.Q., 21st Army Group), and the Daily Broadsheet (8th Base Sub-Area).31

  The AEC emphasised that it was ‘essential that [news-bulletins] should not be uniform in type, but that they should suit the needs of the particular formations and should reveal the individualities of the Staff Officers producing them’. They ‘should do much more than give a summary of news from all the theatres of war’ as there was 

28 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp. 295-296.

29 Addison, The Road to 1945, p. 151.

30 White, Story of Army Education, p.139; Hawkins & Brimble, Adult Education, pp.273-274.

31 White, Story of Army Education p. 283
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Fig. 6.3. A 21st Army Group news-bulletin: Pegasus goes to it! produced by the AEC for 6th Airborne Division. In this issue the daily news summary appears on the second page.  
www.paradata.org.uk.

‘room for editorials [and] interpretation of the news’.32 All bulletins presented a daily summary of war news, maps and diagrams to illustrate the progress of the war, and news from Britain, but in the two-page duplicated sheets there was very limited space for editorials and unit announcements.33  
  If local content was included, the editors had to pay particular attention to their readers’ preferences, as troops were not always appreciative of some attempts at humour. One disgruntled group of airborne soldiers wrote to Pegasus goes to it!: 

The consensus of opinion of officers & men of this Brigade is that ‘Pegasus’ should be light-hearted. We like the cartoons very much, we also like humorous anecdotes.

BUT we do NOT (repeat NOT) like smut; it may shock you to hear this, because you, like so many other people, may be unaware that good, clean humour appeals to the ordinary man of this Div.

In future, therefore, would you please refrain from publishing anything about “Disappearing up one’s own Rectum”? It is not funny & we are not amused. Keep “Pegasus” clean and we will like it much better.34

  To supplement news-bulletins, the War Office arranged for the British daily papers to be delivered on a scale of one per ten men. Papers were packed in standard parcels and despatched to France, initially by sea and later by air. Around 56,000 newspapers were brought in on D-Day itself and some units received them the following day. However, in the confusion of the early campaign deliveries were often erratic. A month later, although 96,000 newspapers were now arriving daily, distribution to front-line troops continued to be ‘very uneven, particularly during periods of rapid advance’.35 

32 Wayper, Mars and Minerva pp.179-180

33 Hawkins & Brimble, Adult Education, p. 274.

34 Letter from HQ 5th Parachute Brigade to Charles Strafford, Editor of Pegasus Goes To It!, 7 February 1945. <https://www.paradata.org.uk/article/pegasus-goes-it>[accessed 4 July 2018]

35 Morgan, Army Welfare, pp. 138-139.  

  Even in the best flying weather, newspapers from Britain never reached the forward troops until the day after their publication, and news-bulletins continued to be the best means of providing up-to-date information.36 To ensure a consistent delivery the AEC teams followed a relentless daily routine: 

In each formation a bivouac tent and a truck would be lit every evening by pressure-lamps that shone on a radio set, a typewriter, and a duplicator. The team – possibly an officer, an instructor, a clerk, and a driver – would settle down to work at dusk. By midnight they […] were ready to take down the midnight news summary of the BBC. Then followed a visit to the “war room” for the last-minute news of the front. At 2 or 4 am the news-sheets would be coming off the duplicator. […] Early in the morning, Signals, supply units and members of the AEC would “do the paper round”.37

  After the German surrender, when the army settled into semi-permanent German bases, many news-bulletins evolved into unit newspapers printed on local German presses. The Polar Bear, for instance, became The Polar Bear News the ‘weekly publication of Forty-ninth (West Riding) Division’, printed at ‘the Polar Bear Press, Iserlohn’. Over eight pages it featured general news about the army in Germany, news of sports and events specific to the Division, a correspondence column, and photographs and cartoons.38 
  As soldiers contemplated their return to Britain, army newspapers began to focus, like ABCA, on issues such as employment, housing, education, and social security. Home news received more serious treatment and features reflected the impending changes in a post-war nation. In Crusader, for instance, Tom Harrisson, the ‘joint-founder of Mass Observation’, compared the ‘mood of Britain’ in 1938 and 1944 and noted how people had begun to ‘focus beyond war on to peace’. The Beveridge Report, he sensed, had ‘served to bring the peacetime future and its possibilities into clearer outline, to start people thinking about specific points instead of general vague ones’.39 

36 Hawkins & Brimble Adult Education, pp. 274-275.

37 White, Story of Army Education, pp.139-140.

38 See, for example, The Polar Bear News, 26 October 1945. This weekly was printed at Iserlohn, a town in North Rhine-Westphalia.
39 Crusader, 4 June 1944, p.2  

  In the run-up to the General Election these newspapers added a little political spice to their content and were promptly accused by the Conservative Party of adopting a partisan approach to domestic politics. Early in 1945 the Party chairman, Ralph Assheton, wrote to Sir James Grigg at the War Office complaining of ‘a distinct political bias towards the Left in all the newspapers which are produced for Forces overseas’. Grigg, however, was dismissive. His reply, drafted with the help of AW3, not only refuted Assheton’s claims but noted that criticisms he received came as much from the Left as the Right. He finished by saying:   

That Army papers should, if left to themselves, lean to the Left seems to me to be only a reflection of what is happening in the newspaper world generally, and I don’t see how you can blame us if in the outside world you cannot attract the rising generation of journalists away from the Left or prevent newspapers which one would have expected to be neutral in their colour adopting a pink coat.40
  In his final column as the editor of Union Jack, Hugh Cudlipp claimed that his papers had shown no political bias. He wrote:  

The freedom of the Press has never flourished in any country in time of war, but I sometimes think that it suffered less in the field than at home in Britain. The need for military security was always permanent; but in no other newspaper […] were the issues at stake in the General Election presented with greater impartiality. The speeches of all the party leaders were published in full – and the troops (with equal freedom) had their say as well.41
  This episode harks back to the earlier attacks on army papers recorded in chapter three, when some passing editorial commentary was singled out and subjected to intense scrutiny. In this instance it was probably the troops having their say which provoked Tory anger, as far more newspaper space was given over to recording the victorious Italian campaign or extolling the Eighth Army than to following domestic politics in the run-up to the General Election.42

40 Crang, The British army, p.99.

41 ‘The Sky was the Limit’, Union Jack, 25 October, 1947, p.3. 

42 See, for instance, ‘Out of the Blue: Here is the Story of Our Great Eighth Army’, Union Jack, 3 May 1945, p.2.

  On 19 March 1945, with the war against Germany almost over, the men of the 21st Army Group received the first issue of Soldier, an illustrated weekly very much in the style of Parade and Picture Post. Soldier was conceived by Colonel Sean Fielding as an all-army magazine to rival Yank, the American Army weekly. In January 1944 Fielding presented a dummy of his magazine to A. W. Chisholm at AW3 and although Chisholm quickly accepted his idea, it was December before Montgomery gave his authorization and Soldier went into production. Fielding led a team of reporters, subeditors, and photographers from offices in Eaton Square, London, while printing his weekly in Brussels.43
  Once Germany surrendered, Soldier moved from Brussels to Hamburg where ‘sergeant-reporter’ John Prebble (who would go on to write well-received books of Scottish history, including Culloden and Glencoe) joined the staff. Prebble later wrote of working in a ‘damaged building that had once produced Signal’ (Goebbel’s propaganda paper for the Wehrmacht) throughout the ‘hard, bitter and relentless’ winter of 1945. The typesetting room was ‘unboarded’ allowing the snow to fall ‘gently upon the hunched shoulders, the scarves, coats, caps and woollen mittens’ of the middle-aged German printers. In contrast the paper’s forty British personnel, including packers, drivers, and a cook, were well provided for in the devastated city. Prebble and his colleagues wanted to write honestly about the situation in Germany in the aftermath of war, but ‘our masters in Eaton Square now required us to produce encouraging, brightly illustrated stories that would reassure the young National Servicemen who were replacing us in this graveyard of Armageddon’.44   

6.4. Books and libraries.

As we discovered in chapter four, towards the end of the war book supplies to the front line in Italy were sporadic at best, while delays to shipping meant that books from Britain took an age to reach SEAC. Mobile libraries gave 21st Army Group better provision, although problems of wastage persisted. Wyvern News told the 43rd Division that: ‘In spite of repeated requests statistics show that for every two books
43  Ernest Turner, ‘Brussels, Belgravia, Hamburg and Holloway’, Soldier, 20 March 1995, pp. 22-24.

44 John Prebble, Landscape and Memories (London: HarperCollins, 1994), pp.150-157

borrowed from the travelling library only one is returned,’ and if nothing changed the situation would ‘soon become critical’. To ‘facilitate the return of books’ men were asked to leave their borrowings at ‘the respective Bath Units in the Division […] to await collection’.45 Storing books in close proximity to large volumes of water, however, may only have made things worse. 

  In Italy book availability improved once the war was over. An item in 56 Area Welfare News proclaimed that there were ‘plenty of reading books available’ in local welfare libraries. At the welfare centre in Naples there was ‘an excellent library’ with a ‘wide and varied selection’ and, here, units could ‘purchase parcels of the very latest books from England, the parcels containing books ranging in values from 35/- to 5 pounds’.46
  In Britain the AES needed books in huge quantities. According to Colonel White, ‘neither the public libraries […] nor the Services Central Book Depot had any substantial contribution’ to make, and in March 1944 the War Office took on the task of organizing ‘the supply of the 2,600,000 new books which it was reckoned would be required by the 1,500,000 men and women who would be covered by the scheme’.47 

  Library development in support of the AES was led by Major Jack Pafford, a professional librarian, who later spent twenty-seven years as the Goldsmiths' Librarian, University of London. Pafford developed the concept of the Standard Unit Library, which aimed to be ‘very much in the forefront of the educational machinery’, and put 'a study and a lending library of first line value in every Unit, both at home and abroad’.48 

  These libraries, which were to be distributed to every unit with 500 men or more, would consist of about 400 books ‘carefully selected to help both instructors and students taking part in the Army Education Scheme’. Each library would also help ‘those taking correspondence courses or studying privately with whatever motive’, with many ‘using it to follow up interests, whether they are taking classes or not, or 

45 ‘Mobile Library’, Wyvern News, 16 May 1945, p.2.

46 56 Area Welfare News, 29 October 1945, p.7

47 White, Story of Army Education, p.161.

48 J. H. P. Pafford, Books and Army Education 1944-1946: Preparation and Supply (London: ASLIB, 1946), p.13.

simply to verify facts’, or just for ‘the sheer love of reading’. As the library stock would ‘not always be sufficient’, reserve lending libraries of about 5,000 books were to be set up at command headquarters. There a librarian would lend books on request, send down collections of books on loan, and ‘give advice on library problems’.49
  The recommended layout of the Standard Unit Library aimed to make it ‘more than an office for issuing books on loan’ by providing a ‘properly fitted workshop’ for study [Fig. 6.4]. The objective was to ‘get men to acquire the habit of working in a well stocked and properly ordered library’ where they could ‘learn something about  reference books and get practice in using them, refer from one book to another, [and] compare books and discover books’. This would give them ‘a sound introduction to the business of study’ which would ‘always stand them in good stead’.50 
  The library’s books were primarily designed to support educational achievement. Pafford set down quotas for various categories and the final distribution of stock was: technical (forty-five books); science (fifty); home and health (twenty-five); man and society, including fiction (175); commerce (fifty); arts and crafts (forty); and reference (fifteen). Examples of titles in each category were: R. C. Norris (ed.), Radio Engineering; J. S. Huxley, Essays in Popular Science; C. Boff, How to Grow and Produce Your Own Food; A. F. Pollard, Factors in Modern History; L. Cuthbert Cropper, Bookkeeping and Accounts; M. S. Briggs, A Short History of the Building Crafts; and L. H. Dawson (ed.), Routledge’s Universal Encyclopaedia.51  

  Fiction offered few concessions to the recreational reader. There were no thrillers or westerns and just a few detective stories, such as Dorothy L. Sayers’ Murder Must Advertise. There were modern novels by, for instance, D. H. Lawrence (Sons and Lovers), E. M. Forster (A Passage to India), and John Steinbeck (The Grapes of 
49 Librarian’s Handbook, Part 1: Unit Librarian’s Guide (London: War Office, 1945), p.4; White, Story of Army Education, p.161. 

50 Librarian’s Handbook, p.5
51 Donald Measham, ‘A Forgotten Book Collection: The Army Standard Unit Library’, Publishing History, 69 (2011), 85-111 (pp.89-91).

[image: image48.jpg]TES

POSTERS OF
UNIT ATV

//

MAP OF DISTRICT

NOTFOR USE EXCEFT BY

“TEXT BOOKS
PERIMISSION OF

LIBRARIAN

CATA

NOTICE BOARD
NEW BOOKS
REFERENCE  BOOKS

—— AR em  ASEad EBAAT ST N pOVEweR Bv W B gy




Fig. 6.4. Suggested layout for a Standard Unit Library – perspective. (from Librarian’s Handbook (1945), p.16). 
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Wrath), alongside more popular offerings such as Winifred Holtby’s South Riding, and The Good Companions by J. B. Priestley. Most, however, were serious novels by the likes of Scott, Austen, Dickens, Trollope, Fielding, Defoe, and other classic authors.52 
  The composition of the Standard Unit Library confirmed that it was designed as a workshop for study rather than a recreational lending library. In this it harked back to the recommendations of the L.A.’s Committee on Provision of Libraries to Military Camps, way back in 1939. Thanks to Jack Pafford, and after years of trying, the librarians finally had the library scheme they longed for.  

 52  Measham, ‘A Forgotten Book Collection’, pp.90-91.

  When complaining to Sir James Grigg about army newspapers, Ralph Assheton also criticised unit libraries. He objected to the ‘considerable Left Wing bias in the books available in Service libraries’. In reply, Grigg pointed out that supplies were largely dependent upon what the public chose to donate. He added: ‘I am not in a position to say whether gifts from the public contain an undue preponderance of Leftist books, or whether, if they do, it is because the public is anxious to get rid of such books or anxious that the troops should have the benefit of them.’53
  Assheton was likely referring to unit libraries in general, as his letter arrived while the Standard Unit Library was still in the planning stage. If he had seen a list of its intended stock, however, he would have found little comfort in the mainly left-of-centre books on order. Alongside Marx’s Selected Works there was Practical Socialism for Britain by Hugh Dalton (who would become Chancellor of the Exchequer in the new Labour Government) and How to Win the Peace by Harry Pollitt (published by the Communist Party of Great Britain). Moving nearer to the centre were two books by Sir William Beveridge, Why I am a Liberal, and Full Employment in a Free Society. Books by Conservatives were on offer but the chosen authors showed some awareness of being out of step with majority opinion. In The Framework of the Future, L. S. Amery put forward the ideas of a ‘progressive Conservative’, while Richard V. Jenner’s Will Conservatism survive? offered a less hopeful perspective.54 
  Distribution of Standard Unit Library books began in July 1945 and was completed by May 1946, when 876,000 books had been sent out. Pafford was able to order special printings of many of the selected titles, although he occasionally had to adapt his plans as the British book trade was still working under pressure. Stocking the command libraries proved more difficult. Out of the first 1000 titles ordered, barely one in six was in print and as there were only twenty-eight command libraries, special printings were not possible. Pafford was reduced to ordering whatever was available. Nevertheless, between October 1945 and May 1946 command libraries received 191,000 volumes. Pafford found yet more problems in supplying textbooks. Ordering 

53 Crang, The British army, p.100.

54 Measham, ‘A Forgotten Book Collection’, pp.94-95.
had to wait until the AES curriculum was complete, and even then it was difficult to assess the number of books needed against the likely popularity of each subject. Eventually 630,000 textbooks went out between July 1945 and May 1946.55
  Despite the unavailability of some titles, book distribution generally went to plan.  Harold Bonny, previously with Southampton Public Libraries and now the AEC’s Chief Librarian in the Middle East, confirmed that by October 1945, over 50,000 text-books and three-quarters of the agreed Standard Unit Libraries had been flown to his area. He was pleased with the selection on offer, as books like ‘Cropper on Book- keeping […] had been in great demand but in exceedingly short supply’. Bonny’s existing stock appears to have dovetailed with new arrivals but this was not always the case. Pafford made himself unpopular in some commands when, despite the cost implications, he wrote off pre-existing orders which he held to be inappropriate.56  
  Despite supply and distribution generally going to programme, it still took ten months for the bulk of libraries and textbooks to reach their destinations. With the accelerated rate of demobilization, many of these never reached their intended users and mostly benefitted the incoming National Servicemen. Libraries were well-run when managed by librarians like Bonny, but, as we saw in chapter four, library supervision could vary greatly and it is doubtful if all Standard Unit Libraries were operated as efficiently. 

  With many troops underemployed from August 1945, the demand for recreational reading grew.  Although the British Publishers’ Guild and William Collins continued to add to their Services Editions, paperbacks from Hutchinson Group, Hodder & Stoughton, Methuen, Nicholson & Watson, and Hammond & Hammond were added to the series. Most provided just a few titles with Hutchinson contributing most at around thirty-three. The Hutchinson Services Editions were all consistently branded in striped red covers with each displaying short extracts from reviews as well as their original brand (Hutchinson’s Pocket Library, Toucan, etc.) [Fig. 6.5]. 
55 White, Story of Army Education, pp.161-162; Hawkins and Brimble, Adult Education,                           p.330.
56 Measham, ‘A Forgotten Book Collection’, pp. 93-94.

  The Book Depot also distributed another Hutchinson paperback imprint, ‘Hutchinson’s Free Victory Gift’. Little appears to be known about this series other than the message displayed in a white roundel on front covers: ‘Hutchinson’s Free Victory Gift for the Forces. This is one of the 1,000,000 Books given Free by Walter Hutchinson Esq., on behalf of Hutchinson & Co. (Publishers) Ltd. and the Hutchinson Printing Trust, Ltd., to mark the Glorious Victories’ [Fig. 6.6]. There are only thirty known titles in the series which, if a million books were actually printed, suggests that around 33,000 copies of each title were given out, possibly as a marketing ploy by the publishers.57
  The books added to the Services Edition catalogue during 1945 and 1946 followed the earlier pattern, with Guild Books maintaining a ratio of one-third non-fiction and two-thirds fiction and Collins White Circle offering mainly westerns, thrillers, and detective stories. The new entrants provided a similar fare of thrillers, crime, and adventure novels, although Hodder & Stoughton also contributed four westerns including Clarence E. Mulford’s Bar 20, already recorded in the RAOC reading survey in May 1942 (see chapter five).   

  A noteworthy element on this final list was a sprinkling of books dealing with the war just ending. Some were non–fiction, dealing mainly with the RAF; although Guild Books included Nicholas Monsarrat’s H.M. Corvette, recounting his time in convoy escorts during the Battle of the Atlantic. Wing-Commander Athol Forbes and Squadron-Leader Hubert Allen edited a collection of first-hand accounts of fighter pilots' experiences flying the Spitfires of 66 Squadron in the Battle of Britain in Ten Fighter Boys (White Circle). By the time the book appeared as a Services Edition, five of the original contributors, including both editors, had been killed. Hutchinson contributed Tail Gunner, Flight-Lieutenant R. C. Rivaz’s story of his part in Bomber Command’s early offensives, and Bomber Pilot by Group-Captain Leonard Cheshire, one of the most highly decorated pilots of the war, describing his first three years with Bomber Command.

57 ‘A free gift – no strings attached’, < https://paperbackrevolution.wordpress.com> [accessed 19 February 2020].
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	Hutchinson publications distributed by the Services Central Book Depot.

Fig. 6.5. A Hutchinson Services Edition displaying review extracts and the original Hutchinson brand.
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	Fig. 6.6. A ‘Hutchinson’s Free Victory Gift’ paperback.
https://paperbackrevolution.wordpress.com
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  The army had more interest in the fiction on offer. ‘Life in a training battalion of a Guards’ regiment in wartime’ was the theme of Some Talk of Alexander, a ‘lively and unusual novel’ by a new writer, Roger Grinstead (Guild).58 Gerald Kersh enlisted in the Coldstream Guards and, in They Die With Their Boots On (Guild), wrote of how ‘a bunch of raw recruits’ were ‘immersed into the cauldron [of] basic training before being hammered into Guards’.59 Robin Maugham served in the tank regiment and in Come to Dust (Guild) wrote about the lives of tank crews fighting in North Africa. John Brophy, who spent four years in the army during the First World War, wrote in Immortal Sergeant (White Circle) about ‘the valiants who smashed Rommel’s “Invincibles” and turned the tide toward victory’ through the story of ‘a soldier with a girl and a friend […] a girl who gave him the love and a friend who gave him the courage to keep on fighting’.60 A more sobering antiwar perspective was provided by Rex Warner. In Why Was I Killed? (Guild) the spirit of a dead soldier asks the question of individuals – an English gentleman, a mechanic, a priest, a mother robbed of her son, a man who fought in Spain – affected by conflict. Everyone, including the dead soldier, takes a different meaning from their experience of war.61  
  Two novels by women authors, Noel Streatfield and Phyllis Bottome, dealt with the civilian experience in wartime London.  In I Ordered a Table for Six (White Circle), Streatfield wrote about life during the London Blitz, focusing on the troubles, anxieties, and tragedy experienced by Adela Framley, ‘a proud mother’, and her friends and family.62 Phyllis Bottome’s London Pride (Guild) centres on seven-year-old Ben Barton and follows his East End family through the height of the Blitz. In her study of the literature of the 1940s, Gill Plain argues that Bottome’s novel uses a child as a focalizer ‘for the discussion of adult fears regarding social change and class miscegenation’. Ben’s family, presented as ‘respectable, resilient and essentially moral’, provides ‘a warm, protective embrace’ comforting him ‘after his first experience of the violent disorientation of bombing’. The family’s decency is 

58 Dustjacket blurb to Secker & Warburg hardback edition, 1943.

59 ‘A short biography of Gerald Kersh’, <http://harlanellison.com/kersh>[accessed 9 April 2020]. 

60 Cover blurb 1944 Canadian White Circle edition, <www,abebooks.co.uk>[accessed 20 March 2020].

61 ‘Why Was I Killed?’ <www.goodreads.com> [accessed 7 March 2020].

62 ‘I Ordered a Table for Six’, <www.goodreads.com> [accessed 6 March 2020].

compared to their feckless neighbours, the Corrigans, whom Ben sees killed in an air raid. The novel ends on a ‘deeply reassuring’ note with Ben evacuated and Mrs Barton’s fears that Ben will be unhappy allayed by reports of ‘the benefits of the countryside and the kindness of Ben’s Cornish foster parents’.63
  It is difficult to know how these books were received by the troops. However, some were already popular. They Die With Their Boots On, for instance, first appeared in 1941 and ‘was one of the best-selling books of the war’.64 Most offered a reassuring perspective on the war: one of military courage and civilian resilience that comforted rather than challenged the reader. Only Rex Warner provided an antiwar theme and even this was offered as an afterlife fantasy rather than as a realist novel. It is likely that these Services Editions were as popular with the departing citizen-soldiers as any others on the list, outside of the main diet of crime, thrillers, and westerns.  
  During 1945, in a somewhat desultory fashion, even Penguin produced a few Services Editions. The series consisted of just sixteen books and was quite diverse in terms of formats and titles. The various books on offer included a Greek classic (Homer’s Odyssey), a play (George Bernard Shaw, Major Barbara), a comic novel (The Diary of a Nobody by George and Weedon Grossmith) a detective story (Emile Gaboriau, The Mystery of Orcival, translated from the French), and a Pelican (Reading for Profit by Montgomery Belgion, subtitled ‘Lectures on English Literature delivered in 1941, 1942 and 1943 to British Officers prisoners of war in Germany’).65

  Penguin had little incentive to contribute to the Services Editions as it continued to do very well from its general sales to the army. According to Colonel White:

As the troops stood by to embark [for D-Day], there was, through the kindness of the publishers, a Penguin book for every man to put in his haversack. It was light enough not to upset the calculated load; and if he did not want it, it would go to the nucleus of a unit library on the other side. 66
63 Gill Plain, Literature of the 1940s: War, Postwar and ‘Peace’ (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), pp. 57-59.

64 ‘A short biography of Gerald Kersh’. 
65 ‘Penguin Services Editions’, <www.penguinfirsteditions.com> [accessed 20 May 2020]. 
66 White, Story of Army Education, p.139.

Allen Lane’s generosity paid off as, once the war ended, the Book Depot placed an order for 100,000 Penguins a month to keep the troops entertained.67
  Penguin also supplied hardbacks for the AES in the form of a series of EVT (Educational and Vocational Training) cloth-bound books. The twenty-eight EVT titles had all previously appeared as Penguin paperbacks, mainly in Pelican, but with some from the main Penguin series, Penguin Specials, the Penguin Shakespeare, and the Puffin Picture Books. EVT topics ranged from architecture (Nikolaus Pevsner, An Outline of European Architecture), through opera and ballet (Edward J. Dent, Opera; Arnold Haskell, Ballet), to philosophy and science (A. D. Ritchie, Civilization, Science and Religion; J. B. S. Haldane, Science and Everyday Life). A few EVT volumes, such as Town Planning and Mathematician’s Delight, had previously appeared as Forces Book Club editions.68
  Soldiers awaiting repatriation from overseas were not only sustained by the printed word. In his history of the Eighth Army, Patrick Howarth records that: ‘In the letters, diaries and reminiscences of members of the Eighth Army the word “sightseeing” begins to appear with greater frequency in the summer of 1944.’ Many historic Italian 

cities were captured intact and served as rest centres providing ‘refreshment for the spirit, the mind and the body’. Florence in particular ‘became a magnet for those who could escape for a time from the battle-front’.69 The AEC responded by producing pamphlets to guide soldiers around the sights. In four pages, Florence in half a day gave ‘the troops visiting the town an itinerary which includes the most famous sights’. Rome and Venice received more comprehensive treatment. Rome: Allied Soldiers’ Souvenir Guide, ‘prepared by British Army Education and presented in co-operation with US Special Services, Rome Area Command’, provided a brief history and ‘places of interest to see in a day’. Over twenty-four pages and a map, Venice covered the city’s important artistic and cultural monuments although, ‘owing to war conditions’, the guide had to ‘concentrate largely on the architecture’ as ‘almost all the big works in sculpture and painting’ had been ‘removed for safe keeping’.70

67 White, Story of Army Education, p.139.

68 Pearson, Penguins March On, pp.58-61. 

69 Patrick Howarth, ‘My God, Soldiers’: From Alamein to Vienna (London: Hutchinson, 1989), p.181.

70 Florence in half a day (Florence; British Army Education, n.d. [1945]), p.1; Rome: Allied Soldiers’ Souvenir Guide (Rome: British Army Education, n.d. [1945]), p.4; Venice (Venice: Education, Eighth Army, n.d. [1945]), p.1.

  The army’s well-laid plans for education during demobilization were, however, rapidly overtaken by the pace of events. Many citizen-soldiers had left the army before the AES and Standard Unit Libraries were fully effective, and relied on ABCA and army newspapers to keep them informed. Recreational reading fared better as Guild Books and Collins continued to add new Services Edition titles and other publishers contributed to the list. Overall, though, the release period presents an uneven picture with some units benefitting from revamped education and welfare programmes, while others were excluded because what was on offer failed to reach them. 
6.5. After the war was over.

As we saw in chapter one, the conscription of large numbers of citizen-soldiers into the British Army was a catalyst for change leading to the introduction of innovative welfare and educational programmes. These developments some encountered stiff opposition, particularly from middle-ranking officers, but the reformers, led by General Adam, prevailed. Thus, as Geoffrey Field states, ‘By D-Day the army was more modern, efficient, and in numerous ways more democratic and sensitive to the needs of ordinary recruits.’ After August 1945 the army continued as a mass conscript force with men demobilized under the Release Plan gradually replaced by conscripts enlisted under post-war national service legislation. However, with the war over senior officers felt that regimental norms needed to be renewed and strengthened with a restoration of the traditions of drill and ‘spit and polish’. Gradually the wartime innovations in education and welfare were watered down or dispensed with altogether and the army drifted back towards its pre-war detachment from the rest of British society.71
  With the accelerated Release Plan well underway, army newspapers lost readers and staff to such a degree that, sooner or later, it became impossible to continue. SEAC was the first to go with the final paper printed on 15 May 1946. In less than a month two other papers followed. Eighth Army News produced its last issue on 1 June, with Crusader ceasing publication a day later. Hugh Cudlipp noted that ‘during 

71 Field, Blood, Sweat, and Toil, pp.296-297.

the past few months the numbers of journalists, printers and other technicians’ had been ‘steadily dwindling because of release’ and their skill could not be ‘replaced on anything like the same scale’. Consequently, it came to ‘a choice between one daily paper for everybody or none at all’.72
  Union Jack survived and, by publishing from a single office in Venice, it was able to continue for more than a year. The final edition appeared on 25 October 1947 when the paper confirmed that the run-down of the Mediterranean theatre had finally ‘done away with the need for an Army Newspaper’ in ‘North Africa, Italy and Austria’. In his closing editorial Cudlipp recalled how:

It was realized (perhaps late in the day, but at last) that a vast, modern civilian Army could not fight, with maximum efficiency and peace-of-mind, without information which was accurate and up-to-date; it was […] the job of Union Jack, Eighth Army News and Crusader to ensure that every soldier had the daily answers to his daily questions. 73

  However, the last word rested with ‘Jon’ who, in a final ‘Two Types’ cartoon, forecast a reliance on the ‘old source of information’ once rumour returned in place of ‘daily answers’ [Fig. 6.7].74

  There was one survivor. In July 1946 Soldier became a monthly publication, and from January 1947 it was circulated to army commands throughout the world. It continues to this day as the magazine for the British Army. 

  The Standard Unit Libraries did not survive the end of National Service in 1960 and may have been disregarded long before. When Donald Measham was called up in 1954 and posted to Ranikhet Camp, Reading, he was put in charge of ‘the small library of neglected-looking books in the camp’s education office’. Certainly, command libraries were in a poor state by 1951 when an inspection found them

72 ‘Your Daily Newspaper’, Eighth Army News 1 June 1946, p.1.

73 Union Jack, 25 October 1947, p.1.

74  Ibid., p. 6. 

[image: image50.jpg]0&4275»? f i 55/4”0 4 VW T

BLOKE $HYS ””‘gpaé%@ -3 PR/

/47:......-_« | sEPéfANT : ‘ 70LD
SAY...... SN\ COVFIDENCE

\\\\\\&x\\\

‘Now Union Jack has packed up, I suppose we must rely on our old
- source of information, old man” | | & d




Fig. 6.7. Jon’s ‘Two Types’ regret the passing of Union Jack, (from Union Jack, 25 October 1947, p. 6). 
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underused with ‘gross discrepancies in accounting and book-issue records’ and ‘a thousand books missing from one of the libraries’.75 

  The Book Depot was no longer needed and its remaining stock of Services Editions appeared on British high streets with stuck-on paper labels proclaiming: ‘The surplus Government stock of this edition has been purchased by W. H. Smith & Son, Ltd., for sale at 1/-.‘ The suppliers of Services Edition paperbacks had all benefitted from the boost to sales provided by the Book Depot and most flourished once peace returned, except for Guild Books which struggled to compete and eventually went under.
75 Measham, ‘A Forgotten Book Collection’, pp.85, 99.

  Penguin continued to thrive and, fifty years from its foundation, was regarded as both ‘an old and respected British institution’ and ‘an innovative and challenging international publishing house’.76 But for much of this time the firm wiped the Forces Book Club from its collective memory. In The Penguin Story, his celebration of twenty-one years of Penguin Books, Bill Williams made no mention of the Club and excluded its books from the supposedly ‘complete catalogue’ of Penguin publications. Only after fifty years was it admitted that the Club’s ’well-intentioned selections’ had ‘a limited appeal amongst the Forces’ as they were competing with the ‘almost outright pornography’ of the mushroom firms.77
  ABCA was an early casualty of the army’s dilution of education. Despite General Adam writing in 1945 that ABCA had succeeded in implanting in the British Army ‘the idea that officers and men can, and should, regularly spend some time together discussing on a common level problems not immediately connected with the tasks they have on hand’,78 the Bureau was rapidly deemed as surplus to requirements and closed in April 1946. 
  Bill Williams, unwilling to see his work go to waste, immediately set up the Bureau of Current Affairs (BCA) as an independent civilian non-profit-making body funded by the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust. Current Affairs and Map Review were produced as fortnightly publications and Background Handbooks, which dealt with specific topics in greater detail, appeared from time to time. The new Bureau, however, never ran its own discussion groups or educational programmes, only supporting existing clubs and groups in the adult education sector.79
  The BCA found the demand for its publications to be less than expected. The Services soon cancelled a bulk order as ‘the practice of discussion […] was no longer much encouraged’. In the immediate post-war period, adult education in Britain did not develop as some hoped and, in particular, discussion groups did not flourish. It 

76 Malcolm Bradbury, ‘Foreword’, in Fifty Penguin Years (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1985), pp.7-9 (p.8).  

77 Linda Lloyd Jones, ‘Fifty Years of Penguin Books’, in Fifty Penguin Years, pp.11-101 (p.34).

78 War, 23 June 1945, ii.

79 Boris Ford, The Bureau of Current Affairs 1946-1951 (London: Bureau of Current Affairs, 1951), p.8.

became clear that the Bureau would have to move its attention from adult to secondary education, and schools became its main source of income. By the time the Carnegie grant ended in 1951 the BCA had not achieved financial independence and was forced to close. The last Current Affairs appeared on 30 September 1951, ten years to the month since the first ABCA Current Affairs.  Bill Williams moved on to become Secretary-General of the Arts Council and in 1955 was knighted.80 
  The BCA thus struggled to make an impact on adult education in the civilian sphere. Unlike ABCA it had to create a need for its services, rather than providing them to a compliant army. Ultimately there was insufficient demand for its publications, particularly from the military, and it failed to generate sufficient funds to survive. However, the British Army’s neglect of the educational arrangements that had served it well in wartime was particularly regrettable as long as it continued as a mass army. How the army motivated its National Servicemen is outside the scope of this study, but it would seem that an ABCA framework could still have found a role in explaining why conscripts had to fight (and die) in the Cold War conflict in Korea, and in colonial wars and ‘emergencies’ in Cyprus, Malaya, Suez, Aden and Kenya.  

80 Ford, The Bureau of Current Affairs, pp. 9-10.

Conclusion

This thesis set out to examine, through the lens of book history, the books, pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines produced for the wartime British Army that were designed to sustain morale by informing, educating and entertaining the many thousands of British citizens conscripted into the army from 1939. As well as exploring how these publications were devised, sourced and distributed the study also aimed to investigate how they were received within the army generally, and by the enlisted citizen–soldiers in particular. 

  There is continuing debate over the extent of the morale problem in the army during the Second World War. While writers like Alan Allport and Jeremy Crang emphasise the difficulties entailed in integrating and motivating the conscripts, David French, for example, believes that too much was probably made of the supposedly fragile morale of the troops both at the time and subsequently. French, focusing on the soldiers’ combat capability and willingness to fight, argues that because few ‘were driven into battle by a burning zeal to exterminate their enemies’ and ‘lacked overt enthusiasm’ it did not mean ‘they also suffered from poor morale’.1  

  A lack of overt enthusiasm possibly understates the issues to be addressed if the operational efficiency of the army was to be developed and maintained. Morale problems were most evident between 1939 and 1941 when the conscripts’   resentment over being dragged into service for seemingly obscure reasons was compounded by their dismay over the series of army failures culminating at Dunkirk. Living and working in a barely understood alien environment, they became thoroughly browned off as the prospect of a prompt return to civilian life rapidly receded. Thereafter, for much of the war the army was not engaged in the sort of intensive fighting epitomized by the First World War and many citizen-soldiers continued to see the war as an ‘unpleasant but necessary’ duty that they had to undertake so that they could then return to their normal lives as soon as possible.2 
1 French, Raising Churchill’s Army, p. 283.

2 Ibid., p. 122.

  Between 1940 and 1945 the army’s Directorate of Welfare and Education developed and used a variety of publications to help motivate the troops. Soldiers were educated in current affairs and the progress of the war by ABCA bulletins and BWP pamphlets; provided with reliable information by newspapers and news-bulletins; and entertained and educated by books and magazines sourced through national and local appeals, the Services Central Book Depot, and voluntary organizations. All this was done under conditions of total war with all economic and social resources channelled towards achieving victory and all sections of society facing the dangers arising from conflict. In these circumstances there was every opportunity for what Martin van Creveld terms ‘an endless series of difficulties’ to make the efficient provision of printed material far harder than in peacetime.3  

  At the beginning of this thesis we considered Simon Eliot’s ecology of communication model, noting how war, in particular, can increase competition and friction between systems of communication. However, Eliot also argues that war’s physical limitations, such as the restricted supply of paper, can reduce this competitive environment without it ‘ever being friction-free’.4  The expanded need for paper for army publications shows evidence of this separation with some areas fuelling competition and others profiting from reduced friction. The extensive War Office requirements for paper, for example, inhibited the British book trade which struggled to balance demands from the Forces with those of its civilian customers. On the other hand, once the Ministry of Supply had been persuaded to release paper, the popularity of paperbacks as easily portable items of kit allowed Penguin and other paperback imprints to thrive.

  It can be argued that, by itself, enhanced book provision for army education and welfare barely disturbed the ecology of communication during the Second World War. Education bulletins and pamphlets may have demanded more paper, but the amount required was tiny in comparison to the overall needs of the inflated mass army. Books for recreation and self-education were hindered by the problems facing the book trade, but things improved once the Ministry of Supply released additional

3 van Creveld, Supplying War: p. 231.
4 Simon Eliot, ‘Recasting book history’, p. 23.

paper and rescued books through its salvage campaign. Book provision for the army only fully works within Eliot’s model when understood as part of a larger and more assertive system, such as HMSO’s annual wartime consumption of 100,000 tons of paper. This outlay, servicing ABCA and the rest of the War Office as well as the MOI and other parts of the Government, was a significant cause of friction between the war machine on one side and civilian society, with its own priorities, on the other.

  By the time the war started two new technologies in the ecology of communication, radio and talking pictures, rivalled reading as a primary interest for many soldiers. Many preferred to visit the cinema or listen to dance music and variety on the BBC and Army Welfare responded by prioritizing facilities for listening and viewing. However, as both required equipment that was either in short supply or distantly located, books and magazines were often the only viable options to fill a soldier’s leisure time. There was, though, some useful support to be had from these recent arrivals. For instance, the BBC provided news at dictation speed for news-bulletins and special broadcasts for army education, while army newspapers and ABCA were promoted in newsreels and information films. 

  With new diversions available not every citizen-soldier was a dedicated reader. In the army the habit of reading could be difficult to acquire and easily lost. There were few opportunities for quiet reading when tail units were busy on the multiplicity of tasks involved in keeping the army going, and teeth units faced constant training to be ready when needed. The army was also adept at keeping soldiers occupied with ‘bullshit’ duties that ate into leisure time. When off duty many preferred bright lights and the companionship of the Institute or pub, while their environment for reading could be less than inviting. Concentration was difficult when barrack rooms were poorly-lit, cold, and uncomfortable, and the canteen was full of people talking, writing letters, and listening to the radio.  

  In these circumstances reading for education and information was especially difficult. In Britain many soldiers read a daily paper less often than in civilian life, partly because of a preponderance of dull and repetitive war news, but mainly due to the insularity and demands of army life. Many soldiers found it easy to mentally retreat from the world outside of their unit, and in Britain, in particular, the army did little to remedy this. There was, though, a persistent demand for vocational education and thousands of men and women took correspondence courses to prepare for their return to civilian life. Although their numbers were low as a proportion of those serving overall, it is commendable and not insignificant that so many tried given the conditions under which they studied.  

  By employing oral and aural techniques ABCA and BWP avoided the necessity of coaxing soldiers to read. In theory, these methods allowed the same weekly message to be conveyed to thousands of men and women simultaneously. In practice, ABCA relied on regimental officers being adept at presentation and leading discussions: skills that were outside their normal experience. They struggled to find the time to read each bulletin as it arrived and were met with derision and disengagement if they went into ABCA periods unprepared. BWP would find a better reception when it was delivered by trained and experienced lecturers. Even when ABCA went to plan, not everything offered for discussion appealed to the citizen-soldiers. As they were in the army under sufferance, tales of military derring-do did not inspire and many preferred to hear about their prospects in a post-war Britain.

  Overseas, a flow of reliable news was vital to prevent harmful rumours impacting on morale. With few English-language newspapers available, units produced their own papers and news-bulletins to satisfy a need for clear and accurate information. These publications were generally welcomed by the troops as long as they steered clear of printing obvious ‘official dope’ and provided popular features. In order to thrive, they needed the sanction and support of local commanders who found their potential to promote a ‘spirit of unity’ to be at least as useful as quashing rumour. Army newspapers, however, were bedevilled by production and distribution problems that meant comparatively few soldiers received a paper on a regular basis. Newsprint was in short supply, while deliveries were constantly disrupted in areas of active warfare.  

  During their time in the army the thoughts of many citizen-soldiers remained focused on the life they had left and hoped to return to. In return for their service they wanted to be part of a renewed Britain, better than the one that existed before the war. Both ABCA and BWP supplied training in citizenship through lessons in British values and institutions, and their bulletins and pamphlets together with features in army papers might have helped many towards becoming better citizens. In particular, discussion around the Beveridge Report provided the wherewithal for servicemen and women to focus their vague aspirations for social and economic change on a concrete programme of reform. All this inevitably attracted criticism from reactionary officers and Conservative politicians up to, and including, the Prime Minister. Although it did not win the 1945 General Election for Labour as some critics claimed, ABCA encouraged participation in the political process and made the troops aware of their opportunity as citizens of Britain to bring about change. 

  It is difficult to say just how much recreational reading there was in the wartime army. At one extreme, some were content just to read the comic strips in newspapers, while, at the other, the more intelligent read for self-education and enlightenment. The vast majority appeared to read when they had nothing else to do and books were available. In Britain it was up to individual units to ask for, and acquire, the books they considered they needed, although, even when asked for and received, there was no guarantee that they would be effectively used. Utilization in units required officers to be sufficiently interested in their men’s welfare to find someone willing and able to organize distribution alongside their normal duties. There were reports of units with no books, too few books, inappropriate books, or with books inaccessible to their readers. Some units, however, created good libraries, although there was much variation in quality. Books were automatically sent overseas but endured the disruption that came with distribution in wartime. Once they reached their end-users, books, especially paperbacks, had a fleeting existence as they quickly wore out, were lost or mislaid, or were broken up to use their paper for non-literary purposes.  

  Although there was a reported preference for light escapist fiction, particularly detective stories, westerns, and thrillers, many soldiers were content to read whatever came to hand, including modern novels, classics, and a wide range of non-fiction. There were complaints that many of the titles delivered by public appeals and from publishers were, in general, not welcomed and Allen Lane, in particular, was criticized for his choices for the Forces Book Club. In an army of around 3.8 million, however, any title could be of interest to someone and many found enjoyment in some casually acquired tome. There was, though, a consistent preference for fiction that provided momentary relief from the pressure of war, and this was not printed in sufficient quantity to satisfy demand. In addition, battles were fought between those happy to supply mass entertainment and those seeing an opportunity for ‘improving’ or educative reading. There is no conclusive answer to the question: did soldiers read widely out of interest or because they had to accept whatever was available? Book availability restricted choice, but, thereby, many discovered an appetite for titles that they may have overlooked as civilians. 

  It is easy to find flaws in the army’s attempts to integrate its citizen-soldiers through changes to education and welfare. After September 1939 the army absorbed a huge number of conscripts in a comparatively short space of time and the priority was to feed, clothe, and equip them while preparing them for military duties. This could have easily pre-empted attempts to improve education and welfare and it is commendable that action to improve morale through these means began as early as November 1940. It is also important to remember that change was initiated in conditions of total war when little went according to plan. As well as the inevitable destruction, the war brought supply problems and distribution difficulties to an army operating in vastly differing conditions across the world. In these circumstances, a unitary approach was nigh on impossible and individual commands adapted to War Office instructions to meet their particular circumstances. ABCA and BWP in India, for instance, were changed to suit local needs, resulting in more sustained and informed discussion periods. 

  As the war turned in Britain’s favour from the autumn of 1942, the difficulties around transforming army education and welfare were gradually overcome. Officers were trained in ABCA methods, BWP was added to the programme, and correspondence courses expanded overseas. The number of army newspapers increased as, with the enemy in retreat, newsprint supplies recovered and, with the help of air transport, distribution improved. Changes to the salvage regulations refilled the Book Depot and mobile libraries expanded across remote sites. An increasing choice of paperback titles, including those in specially printed Services Editions, widened soldiers’ reading horizons and laid a foundation for the post-war expansion of the paperback market. Provision to men on the front lines, however, continued to be challenging almost to the end of the war. Yet by the time they left the army, most soldiers would have attended an ABCA or BWP period, read an army newspaper, news-bulletin, wall newspaper or unit magazine, or borrowed a volume from a unit library or voluntary institute.

  In his conclusion to The British army and the People’s War, Jeremy Crang notes how civilian skills and the experience of citizens incorporated into the army helped to progress the reforms initiated by the Adjutant-General, Sir Ronald Adam.5 This applied particularly to improvements in army education and welfare. Bill Williams and

5 Crang, The British army, p.140.
his staff devised and implemented the approach that transformed the army’s style of education. Anthony Cotterell, Warwick Charlton, Hugh Cudlipp, and Frank Owen introduced professional journalism to the army. Providing books in the numbers needed to satisfy hundreds of thousands of citizen-soldiers owed much to the work of Colonel Donovan Jackson, Sir Herbert Creedy, publishers such as Allen Lane and Walter Harrap, and numerous public librarians and members of voluntary organisations. Due to his untimely death, the considerable contribution of General Harry Willans has perhaps been underestimated when set against the achievements of others. Willans was Director-General of Welfare and Education from November 1940 until 5 February 1943 when he was killed in a flying accident during a visit to the Middle East. Later, War recorded that it was ‘largely his energy and enthusiasm that brought ABCA into being’ with ‘those whom he appointed to carry out the scheme under his guidance’ remembering him with ‘admiration and affection’.6

  One group, in particular, was crucial to the implementation of changes to welfare and education. The army’s regimental tradition meant that the vital principle of an officer’s responsibility for his men was maintained throughout the war, and hence, the success or failure of any initiative lay in their hands. Officers were responsible for acquiring books, establishing unit libraries, and equitably distributing newspapers and magazines. Their new duty, primed by what Bill Williams considered to be ‘a well-annotated brief’, was to deliver ABCA periods to their men.7 Thus, ABCA was the responsibility of thousands of individuals who had differing views on how much time and effort could and should be devoted to it. ABCA made a slow start but ultimately gained acceptance across the army. A lack of reliable data makes it difficult to quantify just how successful the scheme was, but, at its best, ABCA could provide some soldiers with an understanding of the progress of the war and an image of life after demobilization.

  ABCA bulletins and BWP pamphlets were intended to support General Willans’ primary objective of maintaining the morale of officers and men so that they would be fit to carry out their duty as soldiers and become better citizens as a result of their army service. Meanwhile, newspapers and news-bulletins contributed to the development of unit loyalty and cohesion. Simply calling a paper Eighth Army News 

6 War, 20 February 1943, ii.  

7 Current Affairs in the Army, p.5. 
encouraged soldiers to identify with an increasingly successful field army, while local news-bulletins allowed the troops to learn how they fitted into the bigger picture, and unit magazines built up solidarity amongst scattered individuals. Alongside this, recreational reading alleviated boredom and may even have contributed to group solidarity. Alan Allport provides examples of soldiers who found camaraderie when grouped around the radio or with ‘newspapers and books and magazines passed from one set of hands to another’.8  

  It is, though, hard to assess the precise degree to which these publications directly contributed to sustaining morale. Although a great deal of information about materials and motives can be assembled, the evidence gained is still partial and selective. Thus, it is difficult to measure the impact of books, magazines and pamphlets on readers and listeners and so find a direct causal link between this material and improved troop morale. The history of reading is bedevilled by the very partial and self-selecting nature of the readers who leave any sort of historical record. In the army, for instance, for every Private Bashford assiduously evaluating his reading there were thousands of individuals leaving little evidence of the books they randomly acquired. 
  Nevertheless, despite being delivered through a rather erratic and disconnected series of initiatives, the provision of so much to inspire, inform and divert the troops undoubtedly helped to transform army welfare and education and can be seen as a considerable achievement by the military authorities. This transformation, together with other ‘progressive’ initiatives such as reforms to the selection and training of officers and men, led Jeremy Crang to conclude that ‘a good deal of social change’ took place in the British Army during the Second World War as ‘it became an institution seemingly more careful of human values, more responsive to the needs and aspirations of the ordinary soldier, and more democratic in spirit’.9 Such change arguably strengthened the army as a fighting organization and helped to produce a force capable of defeating the enemy in North West Europe after D-Day. On the evidence presented in this thesis it is safe to say that books, pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines made an important contribution to this spirit of social change within the army.
8 Allport, Browned Off, p.119. 

9 Crang, The British army, p.139.
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