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Introduction

Popular mythology regarding the nature of the Home Front from 1939 to 1945 remains a potent force within contemporary British – or, to be more accurate, English – society.  Digital technology facilitates an unprecedented degree of media coverage, with content and commentary reinforcing the national presumption that May 1940 to VJ Day remains the British people’s ‘finest hour’: residual Celtic scepticism is subsumed within a populist metropolitan orthodoxy, which at best fosters quiet patriotism and at worse fuels bellicose nationalism.  This shared consensus regarding the civilian arm of ‘Churchill’s army’ contrasts sharply with the more nuanced, more balanced, and by implication, more critical, perspective adopted by most professional historians.  Only the self-indulgent iconoclast would ignore the demonstrable courage and endurance displayed by so many civilians in the course of the conflict, hence a readiness to acknowledge enormous achievement while at the same time recognising tension, strain, and division.  Remarkable displays of fortitude and forbearance often camouflaged avoidable acts of incompetence and inefficiency; with the passage of time ensuring the latter erased from the dominant narrative.  Civic memorialisation of the Blitz (the term universally employed in Britain to describe the bombing endured throughout the winter of 1940-41) can in rare instances provoke controversy and debate; but in most urban communities commemoration reflects the powerful set of images which every generation since 1945 has drawn upon when faced with demonstrable evidence of national decline – what Angus Calder, in his book of the same name, labelled ‘The Myth of the Blitz’.  Coventry, the West Midlands epicentre of the British automobile industry before and after the Second World War, is no exception; not least as 14-15 November 2010 marked the seventieth anniversary of the Luftwaffe’s most notorious air assault upon a British target outside London.  Why, from the immediate aftermath of the raid, did Coventry become so firmly fixed in the national psyche?  Why did the destruction of the city centre, including the medieval cathedral, generate global attention?  Why, in contrast with other bombed British cities, did clergy and council advance an early agenda of reconciliation?  Finally, why was Dresden deemed so vital to a programme of peace and international collaboration designed to transcend a deepening Cold War divide?   
The intense bombing of Coventry on 14-15 November 1940: a traumatic experience that generated seventy years of civic pride

Anyone in Coventry who lived through the night of 14-15 November 1940 acknowledges being emotionally scarred by the ferocity and the intensity of the raid.  In many cases those scars healed quickly – and in some cases faster than the physical ones.  For a good many of course the reverse was true, and today elderly members of the community retain harsh, haunting memories of the Blitz.  Thus, even the most rose-tinted and nostalgic view of Coventry during the Second World War is qualified whenever reference is made is made to the city’s darkest hour.  With no less than twenty-three raids since mid-August aerial bombardment had become a familiar phenomenon, killing or seriously injuring 448 people; munitions production within the West Midlands’ industrial powerhouse had on occasions been disrupted, but not severely.  However, the scale of ‘Operation Moonlight Sonata’ reflected the Luftwaffe’s intention to eliminate this key centre for the manufacture of machine tools, aircraft, vehicles, artillery, and small arms.  Literally from dusk to dawn around four hundred aircraft dropped over five hundred tons of high explosive, with delayed-action bombs creating havoc for days afterwards.  Even more deadly were the thousands of incendiary canisters which rained down throughout the night, and which in the initial onslaught had set the medieval heart of the city ablaze.  St Michael’s cathedral was gutted, although desperate fire-fighting saved the neighbouring church of Holy Trinity – twelve months later a vindicated vicar bewailed the diocesan authorities’ costly failure to emulate his own contingency planning.  By morning little remained of Broadgate, the focus of pre-war redevelopment; and the rest of the city centre lay in ruins.  Despite its rapid growth between the two world wars Coventry remained unusually compact, and in consequence no district could claim to have escaped lightly.  
With so many buildings and residents concentrated in such a relatively small area the damage and loss of human life was that much greater, and the psychological shock that much more profound – to quote Tom Harrisson, there was an ‘unprecedented dislocation and depression’.  Harrisson had been a co-founder in 1937 of the survey organisation, Mass Observation, commissioned during the war to compile reports on national morale for various agencies within the Churchill coalition.  Only twenty-four hours after the raid Harrisson was in Coventry personally directing Mass Observation’s two teams of reporters.  Over 50,000 residences and 500 shops were destroyed or damaged, with 21 key production plants and numerous smaller factories temporarily put out of action.  For once the civilian loss of life matched pre-war predictions, with 568 killed and 863 seriously hurt.  Power supplies were disrupted from the outset, and the two hospitals were hit early on; but it was the loss of water and the rapid breakdown in telecommunications which most severely disrupted fire-fighting and rescue operations.  The German pathfinders’ deliberate targeting of public utilities – by dropping the biggest bombs in the first wave – ensured that the incendiary fires would spread rapidly, and that the emergency services would be stretched to breaking point at a very early stage.  In this respect the Luftwaffe was spectacularly successful.  That success was repeated twice in early April 1941, albeit thankfully not on the same scale.  The relative severity of these later raids can be measured by the fact that they averaged around five hours in duration, and resulted in 451 killed and 723 seriously hurt; major civic buildings and four factories were seriously damaged, as well as over 30,000 houses.  Nor were these by any means the last occasions on which the sirens wailed. 


Commentators on the Blitz have noted how the attack on Coventry signalled something more than simply a fresh phase in the bombing campaign, namely the targeting of industrial centres outside London.  The city’s all-night assault was presented to a global audience as being unprecedented, with the Germans intentionally maximising the degree of collateral damage.  In actual fact earlier raids had already demonstrated this to be the case, most notably in Southampton when the Battle of Britain was still at its height. Nor was the British experience unique given the devastation previously inflicted upon Warsaw and Rotterdam.  However, the duration of the attack, let alone its ferocious intensity, together rendered Coventry’s experience unique.  Port cities such as Southampton, Portsmouth, Plymouth, and Bristol would soon suffer a similar fate, as would other industrial conurbations; but the shattered city of the three spires retained its symbolic significance – the London Blitz enjoyed its own unique identity, but Coventry remained the embodiment of the provincial experience.  What happened on the night of 14-15 November was so unique that both the Air Ministry and the Ministry of Information saw immense propaganda value in openly acknowledging the scale of destruction.  The BBC provided a refreshingly candid record of events, the national press provided unusually full coverage, and the newsreels relaxed their relentlessly upbeat commentary upon the British at war.  Overseas interest, across the Atlantic and throughout the Empire, encouraged the early release of a Crown Film Unit documentary, Heart of Britain – the film’s director, Humphrey Jennings, had reached the city with his camera crew less than a day after the raid. 

Coventry was projected to both a national and an international audience as a symbol of resilience, sending out a clear signal that the civic community’s emergency procedures had stood the test of serial bombardment  The reality was very different: notwithstanding the ferocity of the assault, Air Raid Precautions fell well short of the Ministry of Home Security’s minimum standards, witness inadequate shelters, an acute shortage of volunteers, and the authorities’ reluctance to put pressure on parents to evacuate their children from a likely target.  In the absence of a national fire service, an appalling situation was made worse as a result of equipment failure or incompatibility and the unavailability of adequately trained fire-crews.  The survival of Holy Trinity simply highlighted the absence in most key buildings of adequate fire-fighting facilities and of fire-watchers trained to deal with incendiaries.  Local residents were forced to confront these inadequacies while still in shock, the then Midland Evening Telegraph urging a more co-ordinated response whenever the raiders returned.  Yet the real soul-searching focused, and continues to focus, upon the inadequacies of the War Emergency Committee both during the raid and afterwards.  Why were no less than thirteen out of fifteen rest centres destroyed because of their vulnerable locations? Why, despite an impressive road-clearing effort, was transport provision so poor?  Where was the material and manpower to render lightly damaged accommodation habitable?  Why was information so hard to come by, and why were national and local support services so slow to make themselves available?  Why was the town clerk, Sidney Larkin, so late arriving at the Council House to assume his emergency executive role?  
The list of questions was long and painful, with Tom Harrisson and his reporters sensing a general impression of impotence and ineptitude.  The Labour-controlled city council’s sluggish response was rooted in shock and inertia, but it also reflected a lack of genuine power (for example, reluctant bus and tram crews could not be compelled to work); as well as the very real tension that existed between local and central government.  One reason for the council leadership not surrendering control to the regional commissioner was the Home Secretary’s supportive presence in Coventry: Herbert Morrison was the Labour Party’s foremost exponent of municipal socialism.  The Coventry Labour Party boasted strong personalities, such as George Hodgkinson, Sidney Stringer, and the Women’s Voluntary Service wartime co-ordinator Pearl Hyde.  Both Hodgkinson and Hyde emerged with credit from the war.  Their local standing, and crucially, the council’s high-profile record of reconstruction after 1945, meant that with the passage of time the civic authorities’ response to the Blitz was seen in a more generous light.  In other words, the city council benefited from a broader desire to focus upon the best and ignore the worst.  Even while the arguments raged, propagandists were already encouraging what might be termed ‘the phoenix mentality’; with George VI’s visit on 16 November initiating the rehabilitation process.  Ironically, very few actually saw the King, the boost to local pride deriving from newspaper and newsreel coverage.  Churchill, although keenly interested in relief activities, waited ten months before finally inspecting the damage.  The premier’s visit further convinced him that anti-war Communist subversion in the factories had seriously undermined productivity prior to June 1941, and had exacerbated the allegedly low level of morale evident from the earliest raids.  Only a week before the 14-15 November attack Churchill had been briefed on Coventry’s vulnerability given a transient population that lacked ‘civic patriotism’.  Whatever the Prime Minister’s reservations, once Russia was in the war – with local activists now urging maximum output to aid the Red Army – Churchill insisted that Coventry be publicly rewarded for all it had endured: a reluctant Morrison thereafter raised the mayoral status to that of lord.  

Coventry’s enduring legacy as a collective embodiment of ‘the people’s war’ is illustrated in the absence of ‘trekking’ as a matter of controversy.  Trekking was, in Angus Calder’s memorable phrase, ‘a fissure in the body of a provincial city’; Londoners rarely lived close to the countryside, and instead sought sanctuary in shelters or the Tube.  Mass Observation reported large numbers escaping the destruction and carnage in Coventry: ‘the small size of the place makes people feel that the only thing they can do is get out of it altogether.’  In other cities trekking was depicted in generally negative terms, and yet Coventry largely escaped approbation.  Across the city ‘sleeping out’ was a well established practice even prior to 14-15 November, but the numbers rose dramatically in the final weeks of 1940.  A Home Office assessment twelve months later estimated that between 70,000 and 100,000 (out of a population of 194,000) had left the city in the aftermath of its worst raid, dropping back in the New Year to 15-20,000 permanent evacuees.  It is difficult to see how the latter figure squares with Tom Harrisson’s later conclusion that in Coventry trekking was a temporary phenomenon and not, as in say Southampton, ‘a way of life’.  At the time Harrisson and his colleagues in the Midlands had noted within the first forty-eight hours early evidence of the initial shock subsiding, and ‘out of the rubble began to grow local pride’. Mass Observation registered ‘a complete absence of scape-goating’, as well as a readiness to get back to work.  Whether or not this was wishful thinking, the regional commission also observed how sheer panic had been replaced by a range of strategies for dealing with the demands of home, work, and above all, travel.  Rather than the negative trekking, many workers were in fact commuting, hence the regional bus company’s 1941 estimate that 5,000 more passengers were carried in to Coventry every morning in time to start work.  
Thus the key reason why the city’s factories were slow to resume full production was a lack of power and water, not an absence of labour: by mid-December eighty per cent of the workforce was again contributing to the war effort.  Raids the following April saw a similar rate of recovery.  The biggest problem, not surprisingly, was persuading workers to resume the night shift.  Coventry, like other industrial centres in the winter of 1940-41, demonstrated that, whatever the immediate impact, the morale of workers would not be broken by raids of the scale undertaken by the Luftwaffe; and that production depended upon operational machinery and not the buildings that housed them.  Of course the far greater aerial assault launched upon Germany by the RAF and USAAF later in the conflict would confirm the remarkable resilience of urban workforces, irrespective of nationality: that residual capacity to survive the initial onslaught and then resume a productive role within the overall war effort was evident across the Ruhr in 1942 and then the rest of the Reich throughout the next three years – a ferocious test of endurance that would climax in the February fires of Dresden on the eve of defeat.
Reconciliation initiatives embracing both West and East Germany
I n recent years Anthony Glees, Merrilyn Thomas, and other British researchers have revealed the extent to which government agencies in both London and Berlin discreetly encouraged reconciliation initiatives focused upon the German Democratic Republic.  Before entering government in 1964 Coventry’s most prominent Labour MP, Richard Crossman, aided diocesan and municipal attempts to establish contacts in East Germany.  As a wartime veteran of covert operations, supportive of Willi Brandt’s initial attempts at Ostpolitick while Burgomaster of West Berlin, Crossman secured the quiet approval of the Foreign Office: Whitehall, alarmed by the crises in Berlin and Cuba, renewed its efforts to temper Washington’s strident Cold War rhetoric.  Running parallel with Britain’s low-key commitment to keeping channels of communication open, the DDR’s desire for international recognition and respectability fostered the Stasi’s toleration of closer east-west contacts, invariably involving dissident Protestants whose activities would in different circumstances have been ruthlessly suppressed.  Attention focussed upon Dresden, with Crossman in 1963 encouraging the cathedral provost, H.C.N. ‘Bill’ Williams, to consolidate a connection established five years previously between the two cities representative of aerial bombardment at its most devastating and indiscriminate.  Irrespective of the huge difference in scale, the heart of both communities had been shattered, with iconic centres of collective worship raised to the ground: the Frauenkirche tower and the spire of St Michael’s together graphically symbolised the full horrors of war.   The construction across the 1950s and early 1960s of an uncompromisingly modern – in places, unashamedly modernist – city centre and cathedral, alongside the conservation of surviving medieval structures, rendered Coventry a potential role model for Dresden, which at the time still so visibly bore the scars of war.  Half a century later we know that Dresden followed a more conservative yet no less impressive path of actual reconstruction, its progress ultimately determined by the demise of the DDR.

Coventry Cathedral marked twenty years since the end of the war in Europe by despatching to Dresden a work party of volunteers (all Cambridge undergraduates, complete with college chaplain).  Launching a fund-raising campaign in November 1964 Provost Williams pointed out that Aktion Suhnezeichen, the German-wide organisation collaborating with the Cathedral, would be known in Britain as ‘Operation Reconciliation’.  However a literal translation was ‘atonement’, as signalled by the motives of those German students who four years earlier had converted the old cathedral’s vestries into an International Centre for Christian Reconciliation.  While Williams himself harboured no prejudice, his comments allowed less forgiving donors to believe that, while German volunteers embodied reconciliation and reparation, their guilt-free British counterparts represented only international goodwill.  On both sides of the Atlantic the Provost reassured the Cathedral’s munificent supporters that pastoral and temporal engagement in Dresden necessitated only minimal contact with respective national governments.  This was a somewhat disingenuous claim, but it remained consistent with the apolitical image attached to almost all initiatives emanating from Coventry after 1945, especially when establishing formal contacts with Communist countries.  
The Labour-controlled city council, with its leaders close to the party leadership, scarcely constituted a security risk.  An initial exchange with Kiel signalled Coventry’s rarely contentious engagement with communities in the newly established Federal Republic, by the mid-1950s a NATO ally: good relations at a local level with West Germany provided a clear demonstration of post-conflict reconciliation, and in any case was politically expedient.  Yet, longevity in office and proven patriotism allowed George Hodgkinson and other civic dignitaries to travel behind the Iron Curtain, their very respectability enabling them to pursue an internationalist, progressive programme at the height of the Cold War.  Sidney Stringer led a delegation to the DDR in 1958, out of which emerged ‘The Coventry-Dresden Friendship Committee’ and guest artist Jurgen Seidel’s mural for the new city centre market.  Problems only arose when a younger, less conservative generation of Labour councillors established ‘The Coventry Committee for International Understanding’ in 1962, building upon the wartime ties forged with Stalingrad and Serajevo – in both instances, an obvious link being the trauma of war.  An unusually close connection with the capital of Yugoslavia (witness Coventry’s Belgrade Theatre, the name still the same) generated scant controversy given Marshal Tito’s unique standing as partisan hero and critic of Soviet-style Communism.
Throughout the late 1940s and the 1950s council and clergy were protagonists over planning permission for the new church of St Michael, to be located alongside the shell of the old.  In consequence municipal and diocesan initiatives to forge European partnerships ran parallel but rarely if ever merged.  However, consecration of the new cathedral in May 1962 constituted such a high-profile event that Labour politicians’ only course of action was to make peace with Williams and his bishop, Cuthbert Bardsley: the Queen’s presence plus a major arts festival (including the premiere of Britten’s War Requiem) highlighted the case for collaboration.  Henceforth the emphasis was on cooperation not competition, with the Cathedral’s growing involvement in Dresden matched by the council’s continuing exchanges of personnel and exhibitions.  Thus trusted state employees from the DDR found themselves working temporarily in a British museum and art gallery (The Herbert) at a time when sending them to a West German equivalent would have seemed inconceivable.  Seidel’s legacy was that students from the Coventry Art College visited Dresden each year; and a ‘Forward in Friendship’ commemoration of the 1940 and 1945 bombings survived until the very moment when the Berlin Wall came down. 
While always wary of the city fathers, diocesan officials fostered close connections with other important sections of the local laity.  For example, Provost Williams’ companion on his first visit to Dresden was Herbert Walker, Germanophile headmaster of the city’s best known school and an educational adviser during the Allied occupation.  Remarkably, the two men’s tour of the DDR was filmed for a Sunday religious affairs programme, screened on ITV in November 1964: Coventry’s deepening relationship with Dresden was deemed news-worthy, in an era when the Anglican Church still attracted extensive, positive media coverage.  A year later journalists followed closely the fortunes of Williams’ pioneering voluntary group, many of whom worked on the devastated Deaconesses Hospital for the intended six months.

Back when provost, planners and politicians were all at their most quarrelsome, the council’s credibility as a promoter of peace in Europe was nevertheless enhanced by the Cathedral’s international reputation for fellowship and forgiveness.  R.T. Howard, Williams’ predecessor as provost, had been the driving force in promoting reconciliation. It was Howard who inscribed ‘Father Forgive’ on the altar of the old, open-skied St Michael’s; and wished goodwill to everyone in his BBC ‘message to Britain and to the world’, broadcast from within the cathedral ruins on Christmas Day 1940.  For Howard, Williams, and their successors the bare altar’s cross, forged from the medieval charred beams and nails, stood as a symbol of unqualified hope and international harmony.  Both provosts enjoyed the full support of Cuthbert Bardsley, and of his predecessor Neville Gorton, bishop throughout the war and the founding father of the new St Michael’s.  
All four men energetically pursued a policy of forging close links with the former enemy; Provost Howard linking with Hamburg for his 1946 festive broadcast, and a year later exchanging with his Kiel counterpart a miniature cross of nails and a ‘Stone of Forgiveness’.  The latter, along with the original ‘Cross of Nails’, were located in the ruined cathedral’s temporary Chapel of Unity.  This became a sanctuary for German visitors who, in Howard’s words, ‘still bound in the fetters of war guilt would be suddenly set free, and would go away with a new sense of release and tranquil joy.’  An invited pastor processed to the laying of the new St Michael’s foundation stone in 1956, by which time the expatriate Lutheran community had secured a spiritual home in the Chapel of Unity; services transferred to the present chapel following the new cathedral’s consecration.  The German congregation still gathers twice a month, but a permanent presence is via the Chapel of Unity’s stained-glass windows, their original cost covered by an ecumenical fund-raising campaign.  The personal interest of the Federal Republic’s president, and of its Catholic chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, ensured generous donations to the cathedral authorities.  By the late 1950s the diocese was all too well aware that Basil Spence’s ambitious design would far exceed the reconstruction fund’s original budget.  A grateful Howard sent the federal government in Bonn the now familiar cross of nails: when acknowledging what was emerging as a universally recognised symbol of reconciliation, Adenauer continued to speak in terms of the German people assuaging its guilt for the sins of a ‘ruthless regime’.  By the time President von Weizsacker joined the Queen Mother for a service to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the old cathedral’s destruction, that need to atone was no longer deemed necessary: the emphasis was entirely upon reconciliation, with the bell of peace friede mounted outside the Chapel of Unity at an especially portentous moment in the history of postwar Germany. 
Conclusion
The momentum of the cross of nails initiative was maintained throughout the final quarter of the past century, and into the current: Coventry Cathedral’s centre for reconciliation promotes conflict resolution across the globe, with over 250 ‘Cross of Nails’ satellites in more than sixty countries.  Reunification prompted the establishment of an autonomous offshoot, reflecting the heavy concentration of centres both sides of the Berlin Wall.  Not surprisingly, the largest number is in Dresden, with the Deaconesses Hospital followed by three further centres for peace and international exchange.  On the sixtieth anniversary of the church’s destruction a magnificently restored Frauenkirche was finally able to receive its much anticipated cross of nails: no recipient was better qualified, nor been forced to wait so long.  For the previous twenty years the focus had been upon the Kreuzkirche, its clergy regularly sharing ecumenical events with their colleagues in Coventry.  In the late 1980s ‘peace services’ from the ‘Church of the Cross’ were broadcast in both Britain and the DDR; Friday prayers at the centre reflected the Dresden congregation’s growing discontent, as evident in frank discussion of human rights and of the need to extend dialogue with the west.  All ‘Cross of Nails’ centres echo ‘The Coventry Litany of Reconciliation’ – the prayer at the heart of a diocesan vision statement which anticipates the inauguration of an inclusive, expanded ‘World Centre of Reconciliation’ to mark the new cathedral’s golden jubilee in 2012.  The centrality of Coventry Cathedral to the city’s energetic internationalism over the past seven decades is fully acknowledged in the council’s acclaimed refurbishment of the museum and art gallery.  Visitors to The Herbert enter the ‘Peace and Reconciliation’ gallery, opened in 2008.  An imaginative, innovative, and attractive inter-active exhibition highlights the degree to which twenty-first century Coventry can turn nostalgia for ‘our finest hour’ into a force for good, drawing upon an older generation’s heroic past as a model for respect and tolerance in the contemporary world, whether far from home or within an ever more diverse local community.
