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The fire was a red banl in the grasc. soon it would collapsc in the ceantre,
and there were two hotly--contrasted aschools of thoupght, one advoeating immcdiate
replenishment vhile the other, legs moving uncorifortably in the scarlet hcat, cffcet—~

s iveldy protested. e sat in o semifcircele of chnirg with army blankets thrown owcr

our shoulders, droanily 1"01;:1111414, stole obscenitics. Beer winked comfortably in the
Firclipght, and Mowman was sluggishly wolfing his third pork pic, It was cogy and

JAntinate in the firelight. There was & slecpy atuosphere of familiarity and peace,

ezt door they werce noisily playing ponmboon by thic lizht of o candle,

The cleetric licshts hnad jonc half an hour before, We had watched thom flicker,
dic dowvn to glowing Tilaments, finally black out altorether, Outgidce” four flarcs
lung in frosty air, shells crocking round thom and tiny red suns describing apathetic
parabelas agninst the stors, Bortbers surped constantly overhead, ,swinzing out for
apnother run~in on Southoazpton.,  Alrcady wherc was a dll glow in the gsouthcrn sky.

Captain Ieigh swept in with an cntourpge of bustle, It wos obvious immcdiately,
by the cimltance in hiC' bis, browm cycs, that he had thoucht of somcthing brilliant.
Reexlling his propensity for ploying with unoxplodgﬂ lend-nincs I shuddered a little.
Fcars, however, ticrc gxouuﬂlcs::, There werc no tihac--bombs to detonatc.  Voluntcers
were wanted for a gmall party to penctrate the blits and zive any assistance nccessary
to the Southarpton Homo Gu:.lrd,

e collected in the stark gloow of the Drill Holl, checking over gase-masks, tine
hats and aswminition. Icizh wns depressingly scirious. nmes were tolcen by the
Ordurly Officer in charge, in order thot the identity of 'pogsible missing might be
clearly cotoblishcd, Leigh vmrened us,

"Therats gbill time for anyonc with doubts to bad: oul. It's o bit sticky dowm
there, and you may sce somce pretty horrible ;)l:’,h‘t.»a IC you want to cat, remombor to
ccen clene of your uniform,

In ten stomachs the half-digested recolleetions of nork pics heaved in antici-
pation.  Then e were straggling out of the Drill Hall o L., [fccling the frosty
adr against our faces the morc vividly becaunsce ¢f that throbbing crimson on the
hori.zon.

At e I vmo Titted un ith o greateoat, The owmer was not cager, but not
averse to lendinge it "Rather you than me”, he said, Privatcly I shared his
discrction. DBut I shrusocd herolcally. Ao well to be bembed for a lion as a
lanid,

Only onc car vies available, I wag instructed to sccurc another, and such was
ny ncntal condition that, despitc knowing the placc wiell, I Mnocked two other shop-
keopers up before flnd_mw our Transport Officcr, Then I did £ind him he was very
dubious about cverything. Only he or Alan (his gon) could usc the ear,  Manfully
I sct out to find Llan.  “‘hen I found hin he explaincd that he had had little slecp
for two nights and had to attend o Hoac Guard cadre in the morning, Then he camc back
with nc to get the enr,

Degpite an enbarrasscing butl understandable reluctance on his father's pert to
lct hin go hce got the car out oventually.,  There vicre four of us.  Alan himsclf,
lance corporal, Corporal Necwusan, Voluntcer Mutter, young ~nd idiotic, and my corporal
sclf,  In the cther car had gone Captains Woodley ond Ieigh, Corporals Hoxrry
Collins, Bastcer and Tomy "fright, and Voluntcer Carpenter. Recrait Cock was
airsing us for leaving hin: behind.

We swung out on to the nnin cast road and sicrce stopped hmmcdiately,  She was
oung, prciiy, w1l11C_.11nf" vad desolate, She had to get to Romscy. Alan was

artcous and apologculc., caplaining that we ere for Southapton and, anywmy, full



un, nc wvouldn't nind sitting on our knees, Yic wiere very roegretful, Muteo e She
could pay us. ilan snorted, and we drove on reniniscing,

Alon handled the car beautifully. BSoon we viere in Chandlersford, and swinging
rigat tovords the scarict horizon, Yo passed the heavy sun crmlaccrients vwith anxious
cxhortations to Alan not to be frightened if the ouns wont off, The glow was
deepening, Yo passed fire cngines travelling ot 2 gsnail's pacc and camc dovm the
sidde sweep of the upper reaches of the Advenue wicll in the niddlc of the road, at
Purgess Road croscing the traffic lipghts wiere still functioning, to our anazcment,
"c'1l bave to be carefull of stranded trais", said alan; and sirmltancously grazed
onc a2t thirsy milcs an hour,

The fires were breaking up, and wic could scc larse blazcs ahead on cither side.
Guns ©ircd desultorily os wic ncarcd the toun itsclf, but it ms obvious that wo
viers condiy 2 during o lull, The lull broke with stortling intensity as wwe
turncd right off thc main road to cirewwent the contre of the blits, Boribs whistlod
and splashed on our left, bringing mental picturcs of telescoped cars.

Thore was no noon but hundreds of tiny blages mingled with the nain conflag-
rations to light up our path, .. detached, villa~typc housc 'waz blazing, end as we -
passed it we looked in with norbid curiosity,  Thorc was only the shell left, and
all the little paraphenalia of picturcs ond chairs and curtains might never have
cxistcd,  But therc was no-onc in the strect, no-onc taking the slightest notice,

I rcealled Bastleigh, the Pirc Brigade turning out to deal with o bombed shed, and
didn't fccl like smiling,

From that point the fires wierc contimious, soric lining the road and othors
further back in the tangle of housca, I s corpletely lost, ry ncagre knowledpe
of the towm confoundod by the shifting lambent glow,  Alan was screncly capable,
svicrving occeasionally, "That vias a crater." At ny side Matty Muttcr wns singing
monctonously as the bombs fcll, "Bang avay Imlu, bang ooy Inlu',  The rhythn was
diverting for a time, then cxcruciating, "Zor Christ's asake lay hin out",

Nomman called fron the front,  “To seauffled fecbly, like puppics in o forest firc,

I agked .lon vhere we srere.  "iill Lono®, he roplicd, "I onmo this way on
cadre this afternoon, The corner just ahead had a borb in last week's raido !
Yo cyed the corner w7ith interest, It did not exist, In its place was o ficld
of rubblec, "Guess it's had gsone nore borbs®, Llan romnrked shokily,

"This st be like going over the top", intorjccicd Neman., ‘o dcbated the
noint acadenically, "I've aluays thought machine-pun fire would be the worst", I
said,  "No", .lan declored crphaticelly, "bayonct-fighting,” I arsucd its obgo~
legeence, from Ton “idntringhen and Jorld Zevicw. "They're teaching us on eadre
that the bayonet will win this war', counterced .ilan, I was indignont, as usual,
agoanst reactlonary authority, and soid rude things sbout the eadie ond oll its
conncctions, Iy inveetive wias lost in the prind of a bomb.

de cane 1nto the road leading to Southarmpton 11, 7, , Homilton Houso, nissing
another crater by inchcs,  Humilton House was auriously twistoed in appearance,
sheltering boaide the styzian bulk of the Erpire Cinoma, Tnolide, this strango,
alnost 4th-dinensional twisting vins accentuated by o 1mffling blacknoss.  Curtains
flepped in odd ploces and nothing scemed to run straicht, Onc sav, sconingly
ronote heyond infinite prssages, fires smouldering dimly in grotos. .. false step :
brought onc intc « ecireclc of non, silent as corpscs in dim firclight. Groping
to find the right door, and o comparative flood of light from o storme-lontern and
nany candleg,  The room was full of people sitting round an immcnse fire, or making
tea,  The Scotharpton Cormander wes cestatically gratefully, "It's grond of you,
grand", hc repeated, "iake these boys somc ton, Prods,  Comc and soc tho parachute
flarc we shot dovm.

e admired the flarc duly, Nevmon offering intcllisont romorks which the rost
of us didn't understond, The ailk of the parachutc wns soft and white, and the
flarc itself looked like o.row of tin cans. Vo backed out and woditcd for toa.  Freds
handed it to us, smiling, She was pluip, bruncittc and thirtyish, with horn-rirmed
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spcctacics and slightly-protuding tecth, Her smilce was confiding and rather scnsual,
I basked in the warmth of it,

The guard-roon was displaycd, nore solid than our own and dccoratcd with nudcs,
doubtlcss for rcasons of art. I went out on puard at the rcar of the building ond
watched the flanc pall drifting over the tovm, The twin cylinders of the power~housac
were ctched phallically apgainst the heat, obstinatcly unhit. as T lcancd on iy rifile
the tarob of bombers rcturncd and I retircd hastily to the doormimy of the armoury, The
quecstion of being surrounded by such o barricr of high cxplosive roteorial hardly oc-
currcd to me. , 4 dircet hit from a borb would not requirc the addcd incentivo of

* prenodes, AW borbs and iolotoff Cocktails.,  Bombs shricked through the air and I

the sround. Then thoy were over and I wialkced nonchalantly out,  The third time I

a8 sufficicntly ccclimatiscd to adopt a straincd belly-dovm rceumbency, like the inter-
ricdiate gbape in an arms bend cxcreisc, The whistlc crashcd dovn the scale to o
srinding roar and the floor heaved, rolling nme over threateningly, I get up ncrvous~
1y in timc to neet the flood of cnquirics, It was cstablishcd that a borb had fallen
ncext deor on the Eapirce and vwic sicre all hysterically cheerful about it.,  Tho barman
cxonined his cantcen, and called us in to scc it, "Look", hc said hanpily, peinting

10110}10& inencly, terror cvenly cngoged with o refusal to look ridiculous by mggicp

g to o si0ll hill of siashed bottles and glasses. “They did the same bloody thing last

- -

Saturdony. Bugger the bagstards!"

I went in for onothcr cup of toa, and vhen I stunbled out apgain ry reliof roportod
a firc in the housco some thirty yoards away. o watched it blosson out of o bedroon
windovi, ond reportcd.  Therc was nothing to be donc, but Leigh and Tormy Wright wont
dovm to help., 5 dovmastairs roon was clearcd, a conory and Sunday Jeint being rescuod.
icigh confided aftcrwards that it was bigger than his missus oould afford.  Dashing
out with the canary they found the ommer of the housc dolefully surveying tho inoendi-
arism vihich, had he had his wdte about him, he mipght havo provented at tho bogimning,
nything elsc?" Leigh gaspeds.  "Well," he ruminated, "thorc's tho planosss™ - Tho
fire spread voraciously along the terrace, romaining dsnpgerously conatont with regord
to our arvmnition. Snocke Dillowed futilely out of two chirmcys, which loanod pori-
lously out.ards.

The Blitz vac &ring dowm, if the fires wercn't. Leigh, Harry Collins ond ..lon
disappcarcd on an ingpection of danage and yeturncd serious,  The roat of us wero
clamoering to got auay and finally got permissions  Bven under the strain I ocould not
repress o twinge of gatisfoetion that I, the despiscd godmforsakon intollectunl,
should be put in charpe, e trelkked up touards the Civie Contre, stragpling along the
riddle of the road,

Just at the cornor a housc had beay 1aid flat by o bomb, It looked infinitoly
aadder and nore tragic than the fires all round, vhich werc at loast warm on a very
cold night, The Civie Contre sconed to have suffcred no furthor danopo, nnd I heavod
a very personal sigh of relicf which had been repressed all night.  Ooneroto bloaks

“sirulated antiquity on the lovms, and a hupe erater blocked the rood. Just boyond tho

Art School was brilliontly on fire, its flaning interior attraoting a larpger ond more
eatholic crowd thon it had cver done in peacc. Qutlined agninst tho fire woro proups
of pcople hupging o fow blankcts or an armchair, One noved unobtrusivoly omonget than,
hcoaring overyvhere indications of bewildernment and armmoyance, "hat shall we do?" wans
the koy-phrasc. I saw no wceping,

Onc wali vas still standing of a browery, and a polc sticking out fror it wne
burning at the end,  Pcople were arusced,  "Put that lipght out®, thoy ealleds A
hosc ran nast the non~cxistent front door and, fron a leak, squirtod a pitiful Jjot on
the smouldeiding interior. Ve beat round into the Hiph Strect.

Here the damage wag catastrophic, Fircs in the bipg stores ran the whole longth
with only sporadic breaks,  The fircmen wierc heroic but hopolecss,  Wo worked furthor
dovm, .8 we reached the Regald Cincna, 8till niraculously untouchod trith a churech
beside it, a wall just ahoad collapscd outuards, flinping blocks to unbollioyable dis-



tances,  From that point on the strcet was a twisted river of rubble and wood, with
torn books and trinkcts woven into it, 7o stwibled over it in amy boots through an
cver~thickening cloud of smoke,  BOOTS, wic saw, was untouched apart from broken wine
dovwise - We pushed ahead into the smoke, and worc lost oxcopt for voonl contact,

The sncke was choking and blinding, with black sruts and firc orbers fleating in
its tamy fog. ¢ agreed to turn back, and for a noment I was lost, choking and sturib-
ling helplessly over the grotesque stone,  Chaos o1l round, and the shifting, insub~
stantioal rubble beneath,  Eightcen, unrcasonably, scomed an uncermonly young age to dic
at, Then the smoke thinned dinto the steady drizzlc of spray from the hdaca,

Back up the High Stroct, avoiding leaning wells,  Two policcmen foll in with us o
for o timc, "On dity?" We asscnted,  "Watching for lootcrs, I s'pesce? Orders §o«
shoot on sight?" Vi agrecd immortantly. "Blocdy pood thing, too," I a.ttcnmtcdr
discussion on the contrasting cthical values involved in picking up o chemisc from o
store supporting soveral nillionnires, and the violation of &iall, bombed~out houscs, [
but could sce it wag not going to be suceessful. The other poliecnan, younz ond wvell
fed,spoke, "I don't belicve in Hell, but by Christ the people vho. started this will )
roast in torment.' I saw what he neant, Curiously I hoard no tolk of roprisals., . -
wicre too munbeod and shattored to want anything but o respive, Not that they wantoed
poace,  The possibility of cnslavement to a type that could run the longth of o towm [ )
dropping boribs so relentlessly on eivilian toargets stiffencd then if anything.

The Porun was intact, but a thin pyrc of snicke rosc from the top. A4ll along that
blocik fircs runched stoadily and, with walls lconing outwards all the woy, Noewnon and. &
devourcd round the back, Yo passcd buscs ond trams scorched like living organisns,
Ferzan is going to be a pilot, "Swine ! he prunted,

o wionted to got round somchou to the Bargate. I supggested cutting across the
Pork, and wo sct out. EBven the trecs and bushes had been stripped by borb blost, and
eroters vierc everyyhorc. . ..t the othor side of the Park, in o strcot of purcly private
houscs, at lcast onc in twenty was ablaze, .. chostwof-drawers, shoots, blankets, two
ormechairs and o rattress mddled on the grass,  We wolked om, runinating,

Back in the strecets vie cut through narrow thoroughfarcs in an endeavour to got
throughs, TFinally, surroundcd by firc on throc sides and with boor foaning along the
gutters fron a blazing public~house, we gave it w. - To trudged bock, ry foct growing
sorcr and wearicr at cvery foot and overy inch of rubble. Nutty vmeo stationcd outaide
H, worning passors-by to keep to the right, .. cyclist told hinm to go to hell, and he
had the satisfaction of sceing hin hit a crater, .

The night passcd rather quickly, oven aftcr the 411 Olear had boen sounded on ono
tontative syren.  Hosos vierc working now, and the fires sconcd nt last posaiblo of
control. .t 6,30 e set out again for home. o wore all to sloopy to tako stock of
dwiages  We hit o crator and the springs crcaked, The houses still standing looked
vory cold in their crsing of frost, .48 we moved out the fires bohind desortod agnin : _
thoir corponent ports, and coalesced into a dnll, cleud-reflocted plarcs  The ongine
harwied peaecfully.

Back to the Drill Hall, ond a guard slecpily cnorging fron blonkots, ALl vory -
curious, but e were too tired to say rmch, That's the point whore the physical boats
the psychological,  Just now wo weren't oven renerbering the flattenoed housos, the #
stecl girders with the charred red #5d, and 8d, oolwe=", and the wush=stond and oasy
chair outlined against the ‘glarc of climbing floric, o weren't oven soying, "If '

peeple let another war happen after this man won't descrve to survive." -In the grat
the fire was low but red,

L

4

L

.
c

LU O R
- Ihe next nicht the borbers rcturncd, striding with iron feot through the burning
ruins,  ..godn the air-torn howl of bombs and Eho p2llid refulacnce of Goodly 240108,
-ad I'ron Coventry and Bristol, Birminghaon and ILondon, holp eonc to thc doomed city.
Their ovm tovms mashed ruins behind thon, they rodc into the bor are.  Vos salutol
L, 2% any ratc, am proud of ry countrymen, “
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