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Opening Speech  
 
 
This has been an extraordinary year and a half for all of us. We have been through 
lock-downs, travel bans, and the cancellation of every normal social event. We have 
learnt what it is like to live when you can make no plans for the future at all; when no 
one knows what the future looks like; and when no one knows when – if ever – things 
will return to normal. 
 
If there is one good thing to have come out of it, however, it is that we have had a 
taste of what it must have felt like to be alive in 1940. The months covered by the first 
lock-down, saw, in 1940, the invasion and occupation of Denmark, Norway, Belgium, 
the Netherlands and even France. Some 330,000 soldiers were scraped off the beach 
at Dunkirk and brought home, but with none of their equipment. The enemy built up 
his massive strength just 20 miles across the Channel, and Invasion was imminent.  
 
When we reflect on the Battle of Britain today, we have the luxury of knowing how 
the story would end. Those who fought it had no such knowledge. And for the Polish 
airmen who had fought in Poland, escaped to France to fight again, and escaped again 
to Britain, it was indeed ‘Wyspa Ostaniej Nadzieji’ – ‘The Island of the Last Hope’. If 
Britain could not hold out, no country in Europe would ever be free again. 
 
So today, as a result of Covid restriction, we look around and can see how many 
familiar faces and names are missing from this reduced scale Commemoration. Most 
of the descendants of Polish airmen are not here. The Air Cadet Squadrons who 
proudly carry Polish Squadron numbers are not here. The Officer Cadets from Dęblin 
are not here. 
 
But some names are here. Some names will always be here. Nearly 1,900 of them, 
carved on the granite panels behind the Memorial. These are the Polish airmen who 
gave their lives ‘For your freedom and ours’. Theirs are the only names that matter 
today. And while this Monument lasts, we will always be here to honour their 
memory. 


