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Remembering VE Day: The Legacy of Admiral Harold Burrough and the Personal Reflections of Edward Hobart
On May 7, 1945, amidst the ruins of a war-torn Europe, the dawn of peace emerged as Nazi Germany signalled its readiness to surrender to the Allies. In a historic moment that marked the end of World War II in Europe, Admiral Harold Burrough of the British Royal Navy stood as a significant figure, commanding the naval forces that accepted the German capitulation. His great-grandson, Edward Hobart, the UK's ambassador to the UAE, has recently shared insights into the personal and historical legacies that stem from this pivotal event.
Admiral Burrough, who was deeply embedded in the naval strategies of the war, played crucial roles in missions such as Operation Pedestal, which aimed to resupply Malta, and Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa. His extensive service is noteworthy, culminating in his presence at the Reims surrender ceremony, where, alongside other Allied leaders, he witnessed the formal end of hostilities with Germany.
Speaking to commemorate the 80th anniversary of Victory in Europe (VE) Day, Hobart reflects on the duality of the surrender—a moment filled with both profound relief and heavy responsibility. He recalled his great-grandfather’s character, describing him as a "nice, old grandfatherly type," whose stories brought to life the harrowing experiences of a man who had dedicated his life to naval service since joining the Royal Navy at just 13 years old. For Hobart, the recollections of his great-grandfather, particularly letters penned during and after the surrender, serve as a bridge between generations, illustrating the monumental weight of history as well as the personal experiences intertwined with it.
One particularly evocative letter illustrates Burrough's mixed emotions in the aftermath of Germany's surrender, revealing the psychological toll of witnessing devastation on such a grand scale. "I have never seen in my life such complete and utter destruction," he wrote, reflecting on his drive through Berlin and noting the striking parallels between the city’s destruction and that of ancient Pompeii. These early accounts underscore not only the enormity of the military events unfolding but also a human element rarely highlighted in the grand narrative of war. Burrough reminisced about lighter moments, such as playing golf with French officers, yet they stand in stark contrast to the horrors he encountered.
As the world marks the passage of time since VE Day, the legacy of Admiral Burrough extends beyond historical interest into realms of empathy and understanding. Hobart eloquently noted that his great-grandfather's insights into the human cost of conflict extended to the defeated. Even in the face of war, there was a measure of respect for those who had suffered, irrespective of which side they fought on. "He comments in the letters on how broken the German admiral looked but those comments aren't made with pride or with judgment," Hobart stated. Such reflections on shared humanity are crucial as contemporary conflicts loom large on the global stage, reminding us of the sacrifices made and the fragility of peace.
In a world where echoes of nationalism and warfare resound in current events—from the ongoing strife in Ukraine to tensions in the Middle East—Hobart’s observations resonate deeply. He emphasised the vital role of diplomacy in averting future conflicts, stating, "Our job as diplomats is to try to avoid us getting ever to those situations." This sentiment is particularly poignant given the rising death toll in modern conflicts involving civilians and soldiers alike, highlighting the urgent need for comprehensive dialogue and understanding.
Admiral Burrough's post-war life was marked by a humbled return to civilian life, where he engaged in history lectures and social pursuits, all the whilst remaining undeterred by his storied past. As Hobart reflected on the extraordinary legacy of having a great-grandfather so integral to a significant historical event, he acknowledged that Burrough would likely view his contributions as merely fulfilling his duty—as a leader, he was defined not by accolades but by action.
As we remember the end of a monumental conflict, it is essential to recognise the human stories that accompany grand historical events. The reflections of Edward Hobart act as a powerful reminder of the enduring legacies of those who served and of the lessons we glean from their experiences.
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