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“We e all in the Frout Line, "
Gritish Society at War - |
the People s (Ylnonology.

he words of a Paddington bus-driver sum up the feelings of

a people at war. A united, spirited and courageous people
in the front line, under fire, is a widespread cliche and one of the myths
of the war. Amplified by the collective 1imagination, the myths have
engendered lengthy debate (Calder; Harrisson; Ziegler X). The dates of
the outbreak and end of the war add a further dimension to this debate.
When examining British society at war a discussion of the chronology is
thus both a methodological necessity and a heuristic process.

Officially the war began with the expiry of Chamberlain’s ulti-
matum to Hitler on 3rd September 1939 and ended with the surrender of
the Japanese troops in South East Asia in Singapore on 12th September
19452 What did these two ‘scraps of paper’ collecting dust in the
diplomatic archives mean to people? The living memory that contempo-
rary witnesses convey3 is more representative of the real individual
beginnings and endings as experienced by the ordinary person and best
reveals the multifarious experiences of a society at war.

I Quoted by Philip Zeigler (163).

2 Japan surrendered to the United States on 2nd September 1945. An excellent
chronology is given by Héléne Fréchet (16-36).

3 Set up in 1937, Mass Observation Archive, now at the University of Sussex,
holds a large number of the popular contemporary sources used by historians.
Voluntary observers wrote diaries and compiled reports on various topics.
Published selections of these manuscript sources can be found in Harrisson
[1978]; Angus Calder [1992]; Angus Calder and Dorothy Sheridan [1984];
Dorothy Sheridan, ed., [1990]. For a commentary on the use of these sources

see Norma Denny (90-98).
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When did the British really feel at war? Was this feeling
stronger or weaker at different moments during the six long years? Did
perceptions vary according to one’s social position and individual
experience? When in fact did the war end in people’s minds? How does
the chronology of the war contribute to the elaboration of the myth, a
unifying banner behind which differences, disagreement and unsavoury
facts were unwittingly glossed over and even knowingly hidden. How
does the perception of time, dates and duration enter into the myth?
How far was British society, the people, in tune. with the military,
political and diplomatic events, as determined by the leadership?

In diplomatic history and international law, 11 o’clock on 3rd
September 1939 is recognised as the official time of Britain’s entering
the war. At 11.15 Chamberlain announced the news to the public. “The
situation in which no word given by Germany’s ruler could be trusted
and no people or country could feel themselves safe has become
intolerable. And now that we have resolved to finish it I know that you
will all play your part with calm and courage.”* His words echoed
Nelson’s pre-battle message at Trafalgar: “England expects every man
to do his duty,” and from the outset helped fashion the “confidence’ and
“resolution” aspects of the myth. For the first time in British history, a
radio broadcast of the official announcement of war meant that the
whole population felt immediately and directly involved.>

If there was no domestic opposition to Britain’s declaring war
on Nazi Germany, despite the number of different groups opposed to
such a war (pacifists, fascists and communists), this was due as much to
the grand rehearsal, provided by the Munich crisis, as to the relative
weakness of the opposition movements. The gradual path to war goes
back even further to the occupation of the Rhineland in 1936. But the
active preparation for the possible outbreak of war during the week of
Sunday 25th September to Saturday 1st October 1938, and the outcome
of the Munich crisis, undoubtedly disarmed any protests one year later at
the time of the “real” mobilisation. The numerous preparations noted by

4 Robert Kee reproduces the whole text (17).
5 Edward VIII’s abdication in 1936 was the first civil event thus announced.





























































