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London, Capital of the Free World

“London Can Take It!” proclaimed the ten-minute British propaganda film 
released in 1940, documenting the nightly Nazi bombing of London in an 
endeavor to entice the Americans out of isolation and into battle in support 
of the United Kingdom and the rest of Europe.1 This film captured the iconic 
images of a London under sharp attack by the Nazi bombers, the British chin-
up attitude, and the ruins of a recognizable London. Distributed throughout 
the Americas and shown widely, this film’s defiant attitude portrayed a Lon-
don that was, in its words, “guarding the frontiers of freedom” and providing 
a buffer between the United States and the Nazis—a belief that H.D. shared 
as she endured the critical Battle of Britain in the air from July 10, 1940, to 
October 31 and the Blitz’s direct attacks on London from September 7 to May 
10, 1941. Hilda Doolittle—who began signing her work “H.D.” early in her 
career to shield her female identity and her disconcertingly diminutive last 
name—published her influential imagist book of poetry Sea Garden in 1916 
and penned an impressive body of work that included poetry, short stories, 
novels, nonfiction, one children’s book, and translations. After growing up in 
Pennsylvania, H.D. left for Europe in 1911, becoming a member of the expatri-
ate community of modernist writers. She spent World War I in London, and 
when war again threatened, H.D. once more chose to stay in London, despite 
the many offers of refuge Americans extended to her and the pressure from 
her friends and family that she return to relative safety in the United States.
 As Bryher—H.D.’s longtime intimate companion—recounts it in her 
memoir The Days of Mars, H.D. said, “It was here that people first read my 
poetry, . . . I am staying with them.”2 This choice was monumental for H.D.’s 
writing. Already an established writer but one whose reading public was 
limited at the beginning of the war, H.D. metamorphosed into a war writer, 
someone who could capture not only the possibility for healing in her epic 
Trilogy but also the flavor of war-torn London with the authority of a per-
son with her boots on the ground in Within the Walls and What Do I Love? 
World War II transformed her into a major writer publishing with Oxford 
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University Press, MacMillan, Pantheon, Carcanet, and Grove, and she wrote, 
in part or entirety, some of her most significant works during this war: Bid 
Me to Live, The Gift, The Walls Do Not Fall, Tribute to the Angels, The Flowering 
of the Rod (the three books published as Trilogy), Majic Ring, Writing on the 
Wall (later combined with Advent and published as Tribute to Freud), and By 
Avon River. Her artistic production steadily continued after the war as she 
wrote her late novels, the epic Helen in Egypt and additional volumes of po-
etry, and several memoirs, making the final two decades of her life some of 
her richest.3 Bryher described the time: “Now for the ‘days of Mars’ we were 
together ‘inside the citadel’ as many people called London, near the park 
guns and, though we did not know it then, an unexploded bomb. It is the 
poets who are the leaders of the people. She could have left us easily, but she 
stayed.”4

 The most formative months of World War II took place at the beginning, 
during the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. During these pivotal months be-
tween the summer of 1940 and the spring of 1941, H.D. wrote Within the 
Walls, a series of fourteen short stories that capture the atmosphere of Lon-
don under attack. Presenting the material realities of war, these short stories 
chronicle H.D.’s experiences during the Blitz. Her firsthand impressions de-
scribe a daughter driving a mobile canteen, the tens of thousands of civil-
ian casualties by 1941, the English response to reports of the concentration 
camps, the nightly Nazi bombing raids, the political climate and Russia’s par-
ticipation, Virginia Woolf ’s suicide and the role of the artist, and the hope 
that spring brings. Within the Walls also pre-visions and illuminates H.D.’s 
most famous epic poem Trilogy, as well as The Gift. H.D. dated each story, ex-
cepting two, in this volume with the month and year in which it was written, 
and she assembled and ordered the stories (the first composed is positioned 
last in the volume) in the typescript edition she placed in her archive at Yale 
University that Norman Holmes Pearson, the Yale professor who became her 
close friend and literary executor, created for her immediately after World 
War II. Dubbed her “shelf ” by Pearson, this archive grew to be the major 
holding of H.D. papers, including manuscripts, letters, diaries, photographs, 
personal papers, and more. Because of the assigned dates, these fourteen sto-
ries walk readers through the Blitz, bringing them into the world of a London 
under siege. Previously published only in a limited art edition of 300 copies 
in 1993 by Windhover Press, Within the Walls is here generally available for 
the first time.
 Accompanying these short stories is What Do I Love? a series of three 



proof

Introduction     |     5

long poems about World War II—“May 1943,” “R.A.F.,” and “Christmas 
1944.” These poems, written between 1941 and 1944, address the deprivations 
caused by the shortages, the death of a civilian ambulance driver, a wounded 
Royal Air Force pilot, and the final Christmas at war.5 These equally material 
renderings of the war were described as poems that “reflect life in England 
during the World War II years and tell of the Battle of Britain” by H.D.’s high 
school’s alumni newsletter.6 In a 1950 letter to Pearson, H.D. wrote that while 
these poems did not fit in Trilogy, she was fond of them and thought they 
worked well as a group.7 What Do I Love? was printed in 1950 by the printer 
of Life and Letters Today, as that publication wound to a close. The initial plan 
was for that printer to set up all of H.D.’s unpublished writings but that am-
bitious undertaking was never reached.8 Instead, What Do I Love? became a 
slim chapbook in a run of fifty copies that H.D. signed and sent to her friends 
for Christmas that year.
 By late 1949 or early 1950, H.D. felt that What Do I Love? should be paired 
with Within the Walls. In “H.D. by Delia Alton,” H.D. wrote, “We are Within 
the Walls, but only just. This is a series of sketches, written in situ as it were, 
1940, 1941. I place ‘Before the Battle,’ the earliest sketch, dated summer 1940, 
at the end of Within the Walls, as the dream of the mother in the old grave-
yard at Bethlehem not only pre-visions The Gift, the child memoirs, begun 
about this time, but also acts as an introduction to the selection of poems 
What Do I Love which it now seems to me should be included in this vol-
ume.”9 This edition offers these three poems as H.D. grouped them and pairs 
them with the short stories she thought they complemented.10

 In order to write this historical and biographical introduction, I plumbed 
histories, memoirs, and the correspondence among H.D., Bryher, and Per-
dita Schaffner (H.D.’s daughter whom Bryher adopted at age nine), as well 
as their wartime circle in London and friends in the United States. They 
wrote occasionally to each other and to friends spending the war in Britain 
or Europe, namely Robert Herring, Norman Holmes Pearson, Sylvia Beach, 
George Plank, Edith Sitwell, Osbert Sitwell, and Silvia Dobson. However, 
those friends were enduring the war with them, so often little is mentioned 
about events or conditions. As Dobson wrote, “In constant danger, we rarely 
mentioned slaughtered civilians, downed airmen, shattered buildings, the 
constant threat of invasion and death. . . . One used a great many flippant 
understatements at that time. In letters we left out scary incidents.”11 These 
letters, instead, were meant to cheer up their recipients, to silence the bombs 
bursting around them, and to disregard the hardships. H.D. and Bryher 
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wrote some of their most explanatory letters to American friends and fam-
ily, to whom they clarified what was going on: why letters were stamped and 
signed by a censor, why cigarettes could not be shipped to London, how food 
was being rationed. Bryher once wrote that she so enjoyed meeting an Amer-
ican officer because “he even asked us to tell him about the raids. You daren’t 
mention the subject in an English household because everybody goes one 
better than yourself about escapes and so on. But he was really impressed 
with our ruins and our tales.”12 To friends in the United States—Marianne 
Moore, Viola Baxter Jordan, May Sarton, Kenneth Macpherson, and Mary 
Herr—and H.D.’s American cousins—Francis Wolle, Clifford Howard, Hat-
tie Howard, and Gretchen Wolle Baker—then, came the most informative 
letters about the war. All of these materials have enabled me to write an intro-
duction to H.D.’s texts that tells a civilian war story largely in the words of the 
participants and weaves it into the international events of World War II.
 This story takes place in London, following H.D.’s arrival there from Swit-
zerland in 1939 and follows her through the war to the end in May 1945. This 
introduction addresses Britain’s declaration of war and the “Phoney War,” 
Dunkirk and Prime Minister Winston Churchill, the Battle of Britain and 
the Blitz, realities of life in London, women’s war work, concentration camps 
and refugees, the role of art during wartime, the conscription of women, the 
Women’s Land Army, rationing, a Reading by Famous Poets, D-Day and 
doodle-bugs, the liberation of Paris, and finally, V-E Day and the coming of 
spring.




