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When hundreds of German bombers
took off from their bases in northern
France on the evening of January 10,
1941, they had a new target for their
intensive bombing strategy Ports-
mouth.

I'wo months earlier, Coventry had
felt the full fury of the Luftwalle's
u_ru(h in a raid of such sustained inten-
sity that huge areas of the city were
reduced to rubble and nearly 600 of it
inhabitants Killed.

A new word had passed into the
language - to “coventrate,” meaning to
raze to the ground or to destroy com-
pletely. Now it was Portsmouth’s turn

One night that changed
the face of Portsmouth

10, 1941

for.“um-mralion." as Hitler's aerial
legions turned their attention to the
country’s premier naval port.

I'hroughout history, the city had
been no stranger to attack, nor to the
horrors of modern warfare. German
Immln,w, raids in the summer of 1940
had Killed 150 of its citizens, injured
hundreds more, and caused widespread
damage.

Lhere followed a deceptive lull. The
second Christmas of the war was quiet
enough, if freezing cold, and the New
Year of 1941 started equally peacefully.
It was the calm before the firestorm.

Bombers
[it a
blood-red
glow that
was seen
from the
coast of
France

It is the glow they invan-
ably mention first when
they talk about that
night.

The picture is seared on
the memory of anyone who
was in Portsmouth during
that first major fire blitz of
the war — a city in flames
from end to end, a blood-
red. molten glow lighting
the entire sky.

It was seen from as far away
as the French coast, and by
Servicemen whose trains were
stopped at Eastleigh in the west
and Chichester in the cast.

It seemed to illuminate the
entire Isle of Wight across the
darkened Solent, And it indeli-
bly prnted itsell on the minds
of those who watched from the
top of Portsdown Hill, wonder
g how the close-packed ter-
raced streets of the country’s
premier naval port could POSSi-
bly survive such an onslaught.

January 10. 1941, was the
night Hitler's bombers changed
the face of Portsmouth in a
sustained rain of fury from the
skies.

The statistics are bewilder-
ingly huge to modern eyes: hun-
dreds of tons of high explosives
and an estimated 25,000 incen-
diary bombs dropped in a few
terrible hours.

As the black shapes of the
Luftwaffe’s bombers droned
overhead by the hundred. the
winter evening became a night-
mare of whistling death and de-
struction.

It began shortly before 7
p.m., with streams of bombers

approaching Portsmouth from
the coast of northern France.
The first crews were delighted
by their success, reporting two
Jarge explosions during the first
38 minutes. One of these was
undoubtedly from the main
electricity generating  station,
where the impact was S0 severe
that the foundations of the
30.000-kilowatt alternator were
shaken five inches out of line as
the city was plunged into dark-
ness.

It was the first of two particu-
larly cruel blows. Other bombs
had knocked out the water sup-
ply. and throughout the city,
firemen were frantically cou-
pling up their hoses 1o the
mains. only to find that a bare
trickle emerged to tackle the
growing number of incendiary-
fed blazes

For two hours the onslaught
continued, then came a lull.
Emerging from shelters, cellars
and temporary boltholes
throughout the city. the dazed
inhabitants tried to take in what
many fater described as a scene
from Hell.

Whole streets were ablaze,
huge craters pitted roads, bod-
ies lay everywhere, From some
piles of rubble came the cries
and moans of the trapped and
injured: from others there was
an ominous silence,

There were two immediate
thoughts: to rescue and treat the
injured, and to stop the fires
spreading. Faced with chaos,
the city responded with a vi-
gour and discipline which was
afterwards 1o win high praisc.

The respite. however, was
brief. Shortly after 11.30 p.m..

the bombers returned ana tnis
time. with the city glowing like
a gigantic torch, their deadly
task was that much easier. For a
further two deafening hours
high cxplosives rained down
until. at 1.30 a.m. on January
11, the magic note of the “All
clear” siren sounded.

It was days before the full
extent of the night's fury be
came known, but with the evi-
dence of blazing streets and co!
Japsing homes all around them
Pompey's citizens knew  thal
they had lived through one of
the most momentous chapter's
in their city’s long and highly
coloured history.

Hluge arcas were in ruins, 171
people dead, hundreds injured
and an estimated 3,000 home
less. Three entire shopping cern
tres at Kings Road and
Palmerston Road in Southsc:
and at Commercial Road
were virtually rubble. Among
the other buildings destroyed
were six churches, three cine-
mas, a hospital, and a theatrc.

Symbolically. the city’s 51-
year-old Guildhall was a smok
ing shell, its interior literally
caten by fire. It was six days
before it was cool enough for
salvage parties to enter,

The punishment had been
cruel for this “front-line city.”
and had touched the lives of
thousands. But even as the raid-
ers turned  trumphantly  for
home, the work n} salvaging 2
new day and 4 new Portsmouth
had bepun

Hitler's pilots had torn out
Pompey's physical heart, but its
real heart beat as strongly as
ever.
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“The people’s spirit ..
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LADY Margarct Daley, ool Mo vmis sis
wartime Lady Mayores ¢ A
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memaries of that night
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‘It was a time when you
could be proud of
Portsmouth, and we had
an absolutely wondcrful
crowd in the city.
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