
Lady Marion Body tells the Duchess of 
Cambridge about her time working at 

Bletchley Park during the war

The Second World War  
changed the course of history. 
Up to 80 million people died, 
families were torn apart and 
whole cities were reduced  
to rubble. Now, over 70 years 
after the war, survivors 
share their stories, passing  
on their memories so that  
their experiences are never 
forgotten. Many of the stories 
in the book were collected by 
children who interviewed 
relatives and family friends. 
RAF rear gunner Harry Irons 
recounts his first bombing raid 
on Germany; Anita Lasker-
Wallfisch explains how playing 

the cello in the orchestra  
at Auschwitz-Birkenau saved 
her life; and Takashi Tanemori, 
who was playing hide-and-
seek at school in Hiroshima on  
6 August 1945, describes what 
happened after the atomic  
bomb fell on his city.

 Her Royal Highness The 
Duchess of Cambridge also 
searched out a story from her 
family. She visited Bletchley 
Park in Buckinghamshire, the 
centre of intelligence gathering 
in Britain during the war, 
to meet Lady Marion Body, 
a veteran who had worked 
there alongside Catherine’s  

True  stories  from
The most  devastat ing 

war in  h istory

grandmother, Valerie Glassborow. 
Valerie wasn’t a codebreaker 
but had a crucial job in a small 
section responsible for managing 
the collection of enemy signals. 
The duchess learned that her 
grandmother had been one of 
the first to know that the war 
had ended, as she was working  
the day shift when a signal  
from Tokyo was intercepted, 
announcing that the Japanese 
were about to surrender.

 This unique and moving 
collection of first-hand accounts 
of the war is published in 
association with First News, 
the award-winning children’s 

newspaper, and The Silver 
Line, the confidential helpline 
for older people established by  
Dame Esther Rantzen.



SOME OF  THE  CHILDREN
WHO HEARD THE  STORIES

“Mr Pete  is  a  good family  fr iend and I  enjoyed learning 

about  h is  experiences  in  the  war.  I  found it  surpris ing  that 

he  was more afraid  of  los ing the  respect  of  h is  crew than 

of  be ing  bombed by  the  Japanese .”

Noelle McDonald interviewed George Bressler (Mr Pete) about his time in the US Navy.

“I enjoyed doing this project with my grandfather as otherwise 
 I would not have known about his experiences. Grand-père was my 
age when France was at war. I can’t imagine what it is like worrying 

about not having enough food and I can’t bear the thought of 
eating rabbits! I think I am lucky to live in a country at peace.”

Victor Ghose interviewed his grandfather Dr Francois Conil-Lacoste, 
who lived in France during the German occupation.

“I knew my grandma had been a girl during the war, but I had never 
spoken to her about it, so interviewing her gave me the chance to get  
to know her even better. I felt special as she was sharing personal 
memories with me that would have been lost for ever if I hadn’t had 
this opportunity to chat to her. I have seen many films and read lots 
of books about the war. Hearing my grandma’s memories makes 
those stories more real to me and helps me relate to them with more 

sympathy and understanding.”

Eleanor Boardman interviewed her grandmother Mary Boardman about life in Manchester during the Blitz.

“I brought Barbara an onion from my grandpa’s 
garden. She used it to explain to me what it was  
like during the Second World War. To show me how 
they used to cook it, she boiled it for half an hour.  
Then she tipped the saucepan, and the onion thudded 
onto the plate like a wet tennis ball. She covered it in  
salt and pepper, and spread butter on it. Normally  

I don’t like onions, but this one was different. The butter made it quite 
easy to eat. It made me realize that even though you think people ate 
quite disgusting things in the war, they had a way of making them  
taste nice. After hearing Barbara’s stories about the Blitz the onion 
tasted very good indeed.”

Martha Vine, pictured here with her father Jeremy Vine, interviewed Barbara Burgess, 
who told her what it was like to live on rations.

“S ir  N icholas  taught  us  many th ings . 

He  expla ined that  we should always try  to 

prevent  other people ’s  suffering and walk 

around with  our eyes  wide  open.”

Amélie Mitchell and Daniel McKeever interviewed Sir Nicholas 
Winton, who saved the lives of 669 Jewish children by helping to 

evacuate them from Czechoslovakia before Germany invaded. 

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

from the people who were there.

“By interviewing my grandfather I learned a lot about him 
as well as about the Second World War. I feel that now I 
understand what my grandpa and others went through.”

Islay Rose Van Dusen spoke to her grandfather William M. Breed about his 
experiences in the US Navy.

“ it  was amazing to  meet  Dr  Frankland and hear 

how he  felt  about  h is  l ife  and the  th ings  that  had 

happened to  h im.  I  feel  very  lucky and would really 

l ike  to  meet  h im again  to  hear more stories .”

Lucca Williams interviewed Dr Bill Frankland, who told him 
 about his experiences as a Japanese prisoner of war.



“Great-Grandma was a  fantast ic  storyteller 

and I  really  enjoyed hearing about  what  she  

got  up  to  in  the  war.  I ’m  so  glad that  we  

have  a  v ideo  recording of  it  too so  that  

we  can watch it  aga in  one  day.”

Jamie Brooks interviewed his great-grandmother Monica Miller, 
who was a sergeant in the British army during the war.

“I was very lucky to be able to talk to Gramps about the war.   
It means that I understand what it was really like from someone 
who experienced it first-hand, rather than from a book by 
historians who weren’t there. I think that Gramps and the  
other Dambusters were extremely brave and I am very proud  
to be part of his family.”

Ellen Gregory interviewed her great-grandfather George “Johnny” Johnson,  
a bomb aimer who took part in the Dambusters Raid. 

“Mr Checketts was very nice and interviewing  
him was really fun. He showed me lots of 

interesting things that were in a big old trunk, 
like photos and his navy uniform. I went back to 

school and told everyone about it. They were  
all really fascinated. I spent the whole day with  
Mr Checketts and I enjoyed every moment of it.  

We went for a walk in the garden together.”

Carys Yates interviewed Harold Checketts, a naval meteorologist.

“We are  grateful  because  if  our granny 

hadn’t  survived  the  war then our dad 

wouldn’t  have  been born and ne ither 

would we!” 

Wilf, Dora and Chester Clapham interviewed their 
grandmother, Margaret Clapham, who came to England  
from Germany on a Kindertransport train.

“ I  found it  fascinat ing to  talk  to  someone who  

had actually  l ived  through the  second world war  

in  a  country which was occupied  by  the  Naz is . 

I  am so  proud of  my Dutch great-grandmother  

for  helping the  jews in  h id ing .”

Sasha Devereaux interviewed her grandmother Cornelia Manji,  
who was a child in the Netherlands during the war.

“I really felt very special hearing Granddad’s stories from 
when he was a little boy. They brought the time vividly to 

life for me and I was able to understand how difficult it was 
for him in the war. You can read a book about the war but 

when Granddad spoke to me about his own experiences,  
I could almost see what it was like through his child’s eyes.  

I love my granddad even more now.”

Aylish Maclean interviewed her grandfather Ken Swain, who  
was a child living in Portsmouth during the Blitz.

“ It  was a  fascinat ing experience  as

I  love  learning about  the  past.”

Elias Abdo and his classmates at Mile Oak Primary 
School interviewed Fred Glover about his experiences  
in the Parachute Regiment.

“I was extremely excited to write to Shirley Hughes. 
She’s been an idol of mine since I was very small  
and I absolutely adore her books. If I were in the  
war I’d try very hard to save my sweet rations.”

Bill Riley wrote to Shirley Hughes to ask her about life in
Liverpool during the Blitz.

“It was a pleasure interviewing Micheline. She was so 
happy to talk about her childhood, and she even made 
some cakes (she is an amazing cook). I particularly 
enjoyed it because it made her smile.” 

Lucy Poirrier interviewed Micheline Mura about her experiences as  
a child in German-occupied France.



“ It  was an  absolute  pleasure  to  interv iew  

my great-grandmother.  i t  was fascinat ing 

 to  f ind  out  about  her  place  of  work  

and how her involvement  in  the  war  

helped shape  our world today.”

Chloe Stevens interviewed her great-grandmother Joy Hunter, who 
worked alongside Winston Churchill at the Offices of the War Cabinet.

“It was very interesting meeting Fred Glover. I learned all about 
the Second World War and how much life has changed since then. 
It must have been terrifying! One thing I remember in particular  

is how he carried on even though his leg was injured. He was  
a very interesting and brave man and it was a pleasure to hear  
his unforgettable stories. We should all really start listening to 

 our elders. They have one or two things to tell us!”

Daniella Birchley and her classmates from Mile Oak Primary School  
interviewed Fred Glover, who took part in the D-Day landings.

“ It  was a  great  honour and experience  

to  interv iew Mr Fred Glover as  I  have 

always had an interest  in  f inding out 

about  the  war and the  incredible  

stories  of  those  who fought  in  it.”

Seb Dutton and his classmates from Mile Oak Primary School 
interviewed Fred Glover, who took part in the D-Day landings.

“I found it really interesting to interview my grandmother. 
I never really knew exactly what her role was in the Auxiliary 
Territorial Service, but I realized after interviewing her how 
proud she felt playing such a central part in the war effort. 
It is difficult to imagine being so very young, a teenager,  
and having such a heavy responsibility. There is always the 
very real possibility that I myself might be faced with a 

similar task in my life, but I hope that doesn’t happen. For her, the war was 
an opportunity to gain skills and a respectable job. Despite the circumstances, 
this gave her a sense of belonging and a real purpose which she frequently 
talks about today.”

Millie Devereux interviewed her grandmother Margaret Neat, who worked as a radar 
operator on anti-aircraft guns.

“Hearing about  my Great-Grandad’s  experiences 

in  the  Second World War made me real ize  what 

d iff icult  condit ions  he  and all  the  other soldiers 

fought  in .  It   also  made me feel  very  proud of  h im.”
Joseph Harrison interviewed his grandmother Gill Harrison. She told him what 

his great-grandfather, Ivor Robert Phillips, did in Burma during the war.

“We are  learning about  the  second World War at 

school  so  it  was really  interest ing to  f ind  out 

about  Great-Grandma’s  experiences  and to  be  able 

to  talk  to  someone who was actually  there .”

Jonathon Brooks interviewed his great-grandmother Monica Miller, 
who served in the British army during the war.

“Interviewing Sir Harold Atcherley was a fantastic experience 
that opened my eyes to what it was really like to be held as  
a prisoner of war. I think it is very important for everybody  
to read about the war so they can see how hard it was for  
all the brave soldiers who fought.”

Seraphina Evans interviewed Sir Harold Atcherley about his time 
as a prisoner of war.

“We wanted to  know more about  the  d iff icult 

condit ions  our great-grandfather had to  endure . 

We are very proud of him for risking his own life for 

our country and extremely thankful he survived.” 

Samuel and Gemma Preston interviewed their great-grandfather 
Israel Hyams, who served in the 44th Royal Tank Regiment.
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German troops parade through 
Warsaw, Poland, shortly after 
invading the country in  
September 1939



During the 1930s, dictators rose to power in Italy, Russia  
and Germany. The most notorious of these was Adolf Hitler, leader 
of the extreme right-wing Nazi Party, who became chancellor 
(equivalent to prime minister) of Germany on 30 January 1933 
and president and führer for life on 19 August 1934. He blamed 
Germany’s problems on Jews and communists. In 1936, Hitler 
moved troops into the Rhineland – the region on Germany’s 
borders, which was supposed to be free of military forces – and in 
1938 he claimed that the Sudetenland, a German-speaking area of 
Czechoslovakia, should be part of Germany. 

Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, flew to  
Munich in Germany on 28 September 1938 for a conference with 
the German, Italian and French leaders. Czechoslovakia and the 
Soviet Union were not invited. At the conference, the leaders 
agreed to allow Germany to take the Sudetenland and signed a 
peace agreement known as the Munich Agreement, but Hitler had 
no intention of sticking to it: he was determined to take over  
Europe. In March 1939 Hitler occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia. 
Then, on 1 September, Germany invaded Poland and the Second  
World War began. Fighting between the two opposing forces,  
the Allies (including Britain, France and the US) and the Axis 
(including Germany and Japan), lasted until 1945.

the outbreak
of war

Members of the Reichstag , the German parliament, saluting Hitler after his announcement of the 
“peaceful” acquisition of Austria, March 1938. This set the stage for the occupation of the Sudetenland. 
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Douglas  poole
Douglas Poole joined the Territorial Army in 1937, and was one 
of the first to be called up when war broke out. He has written 
about his experiences in his memoir, The Time of My Youth.

It was Sunday 6 August 1939. Speculation was mounting about war 
in Europe; reports of troop movements and pictures of anxious-
looking people returning from abroad featured in the press.  
Against the tide of public opinion, one Sunday paper insisted, 
on the advice of its astrologer, that there would be no war!  
On the radio, light music and occasional warlike tunes were played  
“to keep the spirits up”.

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

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

“My son here is off with the army next week,” my dad told him. 
“Must have a drink on that,” George responded. “What mob are 

you with?” 
Dad told him that I was a non-commissioned officer in the  

Essex Regiment. The hint of pride in his voice was unmistakable. 
As we walked back home, Father said, “We have to humour your 

mother, you know. It won’t be like the last time.” He was referring 

to the year before, when I had been called up for the crisis over 
the Sudetenland, only to return after five days when the Munich 
Agreement was signed and war failed to break out.

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

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

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

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

“That’s more than you’ll be getting next week,” my father joked. 
We both laughed, but my mother turned sharply away. 
That evening, I went to church.  At the entrance to St Matthew’s, 

a man named Millington handed me a hymn book. “You’re not with 
the choir?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “I thought I’d just join the congregation tonight; 
I’ll be going away for a while, you see.” I didn’t mention the army, 
for Millington, a fervent pacifist, had voiced disapproval when  
I enlisted. 

“I heard you were, boy,” he said. 
After the sermon, the vicar said, “These are days 

of tremendous uncertainties. Some parishioners 
will be facing unfamiliar or even dangerous 
ways of life. As you know, a member of our choir 
leaves in a few days’ time for duty with the army.  
We pray that he may return to us safely  
and speedily.” 

Douglas in his army uniform


