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Abstract

This paper provides a commentary on the articles in the special issue. In their introduction, the editors identify three linking themes: the varieties of wartime
experience, of geographers andothers;moral geographies, including themoral bases to the interpretative categories used towrite about thoseexperiences; and
the contrast between ‘major’ and ‘minor’ historical geographies of war. Building upon, but also extending from these concerns, this afterword addresses three
topics in order to elaborate upon the arguments of the several papers: the connections between biography, geography and memory; the importance of the
intellectual andpolitical context before 1939 in understanding the nature of geography and the experiences of geographers in Europe during the SecondWorld
War; the co-constitutive relationships between the arts of geography and the acts of war, including geography’s material and civic expression.
� 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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In his The PassingWorld: Science and Social Progress (1948), the British
chemist Sir Thomas Henry Tizard, Chief Scientific Advisor to HM
Government (and, later, founder of the Government’s Flying Saucer
Working Party investigating UFO sightings in Britain), reflected upon
the connections between science andwar: ‘It is a mistake to suppose
that science advances rapidly in a war. Certain branches of a science
may receive a special stimulus, but on the whole the advance of
knowledge is slowed’.1 Tizard knew well the world whereof he
spoke: a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps in the First WorldWar, Tizard
was from 1934 involved in the Scientific Survey of Air Defence as it
was then called (later Air Warfare), and, later still, in developing
airborne radar and the ASDIC system of submarine detection.2

Tizard’s words prompt reflection on several topics: on the nature of
science’s advancement, on the relations between science and tech-
nology during times of war, on the institutional and social context of

science’s place in war and, not least, upon the specifics of science’s
‘certain branches’, including, of course, geography.

Tizard’s office-based war, one spent leading technological de-
velopments, and his retrospective view of it, was not shared by
others. Looking back in 1947 upon her own wartime experiences,
the geographer and historian of exploration and technology Eva
Taylor noted that ‘War is. also part of our social history, and the
older among us have twice experienced the rise of geographical
prestige which occurs in wartime’.3 Taylor taught in Birkbeck Col-
lege, then in the war-torn City of London, during the Blitz: she, too,
knew first hand whereof she spoke. Her interpretation of geog-
raphy’s rise in prestige (contra Tizard) was precisely because of the
subject’s association with wartime utility and geographers’ pres-
ence in the institutions managing the war.4 Was this then British
geography’s finest hour? Was geography’s seeming exceptionalism
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1 T.H. Tizard, The Passing World: Science and Social Progress, London, 1948, 47.
2 I.C.B. Dear and M.R.D. Foot, Tizard, Sir Henry, in: The Oxford Cospanion to World War II (Oxford, 2001); R.W. Clark, Tizard, London, 1965.
3 E.G.R. Taylor, Geography in war and peace, Geographical Review 38 (1948) 132e141, quotation from page 137. The paper, originally published in The Advancement of Science

4 (1947), was her presidential address to Section E (Geography) of the Annual Meeting of the British Association in Dundee in 1947. The 1947 meeting was held in Dundee as a
continuation of the 1939 meeting, first held in September 1939, which was initially disrupted and later postponed following Britain’s declaration of war upon Germany.

4 As Taylor put it, ‘In broad terms, geographical intelligence of every kind becomes vital, and while many of our number were seconded to various Ministries during the war
e to the Ministries of Information, of Economic Warfare, of Supply, and so on e others have honourable records of organising and supplying geographical intelligence to the
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a reflection of the ‘special stimulus’ afforded some branches of
science, as Tizard noted? Or was Taylor, in recourse to remembered
experience, over-playing British geography’s standing? Such
questions may, of course, be misconceived. In times of war, notions
such as ‘science’ or ‘geography’ take on a certain abstract dimension
in the face of trying to stay alive and defeat the enemy.

For Britain more generally, and following an enquiry made of
British geographers involved in the Second World War, William
Balchin noted several fields where geographers served with
distinction: ‘Academic geographers were well represented in in-
telligence in various forms; surveyors gravitated towards survey
and map-making, climatologists appeared in the meteorological
services, explorers took on an active role in special operations, po-
litical geographers contributed to Dominion, Colonial and Foreign
Office activities and economic geographers in economic warfare’.5

In noting, too, that ‘Geography has always been vital to the prose-
cution ofwar’ in threewayse intelligence, logistics, ‘and in action as
geographical features enter into the disposition of forces, questions
of topographyand so on’eBalchin’s survey offered a seemingly neat
fit (perhaps tooneat?) between types of geographyand geographers
and areas of wartime activity, and presented a largely institutional
overview: geographers at work in the Royal Artillery, the Royal
Engineers, Ordnance Survey, Hydrographic Department, and in
preparing the Admiralty Geographical Handbooks.6

In continental Europe, things were different. Memories of the
war were different too. This is certainly the sense one gets from
Jean Gottmann’s view of French geography in the Second World
War in his speaking (in 1946) of ‘fecundity through ordeal’ in
respect of that ‘great number of important works [which] have
been published by French geographers since 1940 or have been
written and are awaiting publication’.7 Contrast that view with
Aimé Perpillou’s recollections of geography in France during the
war where, in his experience, geography was greatly restricted,
such work as was published largely reflecting research undertaken
before 1940.8 The difference may reflect Gottmann’s view of the
war from outwith the European theatres of occupation and conflict
(as a Jew, he was helped to escape to the United States) in contrast
to Perpillou’s war years teaching in Paris before entering the uni-
versity system, in Lille, in 1945. In the United States, several

American geographers were associated with the US Office of Stra-
tegic Services in that nation’s capital, an experience which pro-
foundly shaped their view of America, the world, and of the
possibilities for geography after 1945. For one, ‘World War II was
the best thing that happened to geography since the birth of
Strabo’.9

What are we to make of such briefly configured historical ge-
ographies of mid-twentieth-century war when they were, vari-
ously, being lived and fought from back-room laboratories,
experienced in different theatres of war, remembered by non-
combatants in hurried escapes to air-raid shelters, in a flight for
one’s life, or in the near cessation of scholarly research in the face of
pressing daily exigencies? The relationships between the subjects
‘geography’ and ‘war’ have complex historical antecedents. Strabo
long ago contemplated them with reference to terrain evaluation
and conflict.10 They are also the subject of considerable contem-
porary interest from historical geographers and others: espionage,
mapping and war, the geographies of bombing, the genealogy of
the term ‘military geography’ and the shift frommilitary geography
toward the geographies of militarism being only part of these
connections.11

These six papers present us with insights into geographers’
personal experiences of the war in Europe 1939e1945. To draw
upon one of the editors’ ‘major’ introductory interpretative themes,
the papers speak to the intersections between biography,
geographical discourse, and the circumstances of geographers’ lives
and of institutions of geography in a period of continental and
global conflict. This focus has had the effect, of necessity, of mar-
ginalising other potential features: differing ideological commit-
ments to geography in given social settings, matters of technology
and instrumentation, including aerial photography and terrain
evaluation, and the structural and gendered distinctions within
those institutions at work in waging war.12 It has highlighted, too,
other features which merit more attention than either the indi-
vidual authors, or I, have space for here. These include the simple
but vital contingencies of archival survival. This a key question in
explaining the different recorded lives in British, German and Swiss
intelligence files of Sándor Radó, and in offering yet fuller expla-
nation of the context to Soviet geography in the SecondWorld War
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