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Juliet Gardiner’s critically acclaimed book - the first in a generation to tell the people’s story of the Second World War - offers a compelling and comprehensive account of the pervasiveness of war on the Home Front. The book has been commended for its inclusion of many under-described aspects of the Home Front, and alongside familiar stories of food shortages, evacuation and the arrival of the GIs, are stories of Conscientious Objectors, persecuted Italians living in Britain and Lumber Jills working in the New Forest. Drawing on a multitude of sources, many previously unpublished, she tells the story of those six gruelling years in voices from the Orkney Islands to Cornwall, from the Houses of Parliament to the Nottinghamshire mines.
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‘Every true story has
several possible endings.’


Siri Hustvedt, What I Loved











FOREWORD



THE SECOND WORLD War was a war that most British people had fervently wished to avoid, coming as it did little more than two decades after the end of ‘the war to end war; the war that would settle nations once and for all; the war to which memorials clutter up the whole country – the war that was to teach the folly of war’, wrote Vivienne Hall, a thirty-one-year-old shorthand typist living in London, as war threatened again. It was characterised as a ‘people’s war’ at the time, and by historians ever since. A ‘people’s war’ writes a contract between the leaders and the led, constituting a demand for just rewards for those who fought on the Home Front as on the battlefield: the phrase was appropriated by government to urge greater effort and suggest shared sacrifice. Yet at its simplest a ‘people’s war’ describes the fact that in modern warfare almost the entire civilian population is mobilised for the war effort, and in the years between 1939 and 1945 would have the experience of death, destruction and deprivation on the Home Front as those in uniform would in other theatres of war.


In 1940 the writer Lionel Birch wrote an article for the magazine Lilliput about soldiers dreaming of how they would spend their leave. But ‘when we did at last get our forty-eight[hour passes] . . . we realised the revolutionary truth: [in this war] there is no such thing as leave . . . Today war follows you around, even when you were on leave. On the platform of the London terminus it is waiting there to meet you; and as you round the bend of the village main street, you come face to face with it again. You encounter it in the eyes of your civilian friends. The burr-burr of the telephone in the empty room of the girl who has gone away convinces you. There is no such thing as leave. . .’ from the demands of prosecuting the war, no relief from its imperatives, restrictions and shortages, no let-up from the fear of death or injury by enemy action.


The pervasiveness of the war is the theme of Wartime. But while regulations about such necessities as blackout, gas masks and rationing were uniform, and duties in the military, war production or Civil Defence compelled a large swathe of the adult population, the actual experience of war varied in ways that were multi-layered and sometimes contradictory.


War tested on the wheel many of the easy assumptions of peace: what would it mean for the Irish, the Scots, the Welsh to play an active part in the war effort of a country invariably known as England? How would those who refused to fight, or those who had come to take refuge from countries that were now Britain’s enemies, or those who were native-born fascists in a war against fascism, be treated? How would women be integrated into the war effort and what would be the effect of their conscription for the first time in the history of the so-called civilised world? And what of the Communist Party with its fractured allegiances in an ‘imperialist struggle’ against Nazi Germany at a time when the Soviet Union was aligned with the enemy? What did going to war mean for soldiers, nearly half of whom would never leave Britain’s shores? How could writers, painters, musicians and actors find a role for their art in war-torn Britain?


Britain was many places between 1939 and 1945: it was towns and cities ravaged by bombs; it was coastal regions depopulated and barricaded against invasion or cleared for military training; it was rural areas that may have escaped enemy action, yet were disrupted by large-scale evacuation.


For the British people war brought paradox: lives were transformed through unprecedented mobility, compulsion, separation, deprivation and danger. Yet war also brought new opportunities and raised expectations, boosted confidence and increased scepticism of authority. And war overwrote social, regional, political and generational divisions but without obliterating them. Many would persist throughout the six years of conflict, colouring the experience of war and shading into the peace.


During the Second World War, the writer Elizabeth Bowen found herself unable to write a novel; it was impossible to find the narrative. She turned instead to penning short stories. Sixty years after the end of the war, if the ‘big picture’ of a nation united in courageously facing a common enemy holds steady – as it surely does – so too do the ‘short stories’, the details of people’s varied experiences of war that complicate and nuance that picture. Wartime is an attempt to keep in frame both the stories of people’s lives and the dramatic circumstances in which they were played out.





INTRODUCTION



ON 30 SEPTEMBER 1938 the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, returned from a meeting with the German Chancellor, Adolf Hitler, in Munich. He was clutching a piece of paper that he waved as evidence of a peaceful resolution to the crisis that had threatened when the Führer prepared to invade Czechoslovakia. ‘Peace for our time’ the Prime Minister proclaimed. He was mobbed by grateful citizens cheering and singing. As far as the socialite MP Sir Henry ‘Chips’ Channon was concerned, ‘the whole world rejoices and only a few malcontents jeer’. Chamberlain received more than 40,000 letters – ‘the impression given and stated by the Premier was that these were all letters of tribute and praise’ – and it was even suggested that Chamberlain’s trademark furled umbrella should be broken up and its fragments sold like holy relics.


Munich would be the final desperate throw of Chamberlain’s attempt to avoid war by appeasing Hitler’s demands for territorial expansion in Eastern Europe. At the end of the First World War, the Treaty of Versailles had imposed punitive terms on the loser: Germany was stripped both of territory and population, it lost its overseas colonies and assets, was almost completely disarmed and was saddled with a massive war indemnity. The final humiliation had come with the Allies’ insistence that Germany must formally admit to her guilt and pay reparations at a sum to be fixed by the victors – in the event, 132 billion gold marks which would have been a charge on the German economy until 1988. These harsh terms aroused intense resentment, and Germany blamed the vindictiveness of the Allies for the country’s catastrophic economic and political situation: it was this resentment that Hitler would be able to exploit in the furtherance of his expansionist aims.


The crisis over Czechoslovakia was the latest in a series of events ‘which seemed to bring catastrophe near’. They had started in March 1936, when German troops reoccupied the Rhineland in direct contravention of the Treaty of Versailles. Fault lines in Europe were deepening: in June that year, the Italian fascist dictator, Benito Mussolini, triumphed in his war in Abyssinia (now Ethiopia); in July the Spanish Civil War broke out when the army under the command of General Francisco Franco set out to seize power from the elected Republican government; and in November the Rome–Berlin axis was agreed, while Germany and Japan signed an anti-Comintern pact that pledged each to neutrality if the other was at war with the USSR. ‘I don’t know in what year I first knew for certain that the present war was coming,’ George Orwell wrote. ‘After 1936, of course, the thing was obvious to anyone except an idiot.’


But Britain was nowhere near ready for war – ‘lamentably unprepared’, said Winston Churchill. Most political leaders realised that any future conflict would be a war of attrition, demanding a level of industrial capacity and trained labour that could not be attained until at least 1940. Britain’s only hope was diplomacy. Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement, seeking peace by redress of Germany’s grievances, was part of an ongoing attempt, which had preceded his premiership, to reconcile what would prove to be two irreconcilables: defending a very large and increasingly restless British Empire, without endangering Britain’s economic prosperity and social stability by increasing spending on rearmament – and this meant avoiding European entanglements.


Isolated within Europe, unable to rely either on the League of Nations , unwilling to commit to ‘collective security’, diplomacy was Britain’s only viable option to avoid war, and had been part of a dual strategy of appeasement and rearmament in the knowledge that it would take at least until 1940 to develop the industrial capacity and the trained labour to sustain the war of attrition that most political leaders realised would shape any future conflict.


Not that there was much popular enthusiasm for heavy spending on rearmament. The early 1930s had seen economic depression and high levels of unemployment in many parts of the country, and there were urgent social concerns that had a call on the Treasury. There was also a natural aversion to militarisation less than twenty years after the end of the First World War – indeed, in 1935 the League of Nations had secured 5 million signatures for a ‘peace ballot’ that rejected the proposition that military measures should be employed against an aggressor.


But in March 1938 Hitler had annexed Austria – the so-called Anschluss (or ‘joining’); on 15 August the German Army was mobilised. For Virginia Cowles, a young American journalist who was working for the Sunday Times, it was apparent then that ‘peace was dying. Everyone in their hearts knew it, but the actual fact was so appalling they clung desperately to hope.’


It was clear that neither prong of Chamberlain’s policy was effective. The Anschluss hardly fitted into anyone’s idea of a ‘grand European strategy’ and Britain’s military defences were not such that this was ‘the moment to accept a challenge’, in his words. From then on the main plank of British strategy was to avoid a European war until the country’s rearmament was complete, even if this meant trying to barter imperial possessions and redraw the frontiers of the smaller European states in a thoroughly nineteenth-century manner.


The roots of the Czechoslovakian crisis lay in Hitler’s intention not just to reverse the defeat of the First World War, but to create an unassailable, self-sufficient German Empire that would last a thousand years. His exploitation of issues of nationality and self-determination that had been enshrined in the Treaty of Versailles to enable these expansionist aims, found many British politicians uneasy at the harshness of the terms of the Treaty and prepared to entertain the German case for revision.


The tinderbox was the fate of 3 million Sudentedeutsche living within the borders of Czechoslovakia, a state carved from the Hapsburg Empire after the First World War. A barrage of German propaganda in the spring of 1938 had encouraged the Sudeten Germans (who comprised about a fifth of the Czech population) to escalate their complaints against the Czech government and demands to be reunited with their homeland to the extent that to accept these demands would mean the ‘smashing of Czechoslovakia’ – which was Hitler’s intention.


It was in an attempt to find a solution to the flammable European situation that the frail sixty-nine-year-old Chamberlain had set out on an early version of shuttle diplomacy in September 1938. On the 15th, at Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s Bavarian mountain retreat, the two men had agreed ‘in principle’ (and in secret) to the separation of the Sudeten Germans from Czechoslovakia. For his part, Hitler agreed to stop short of invasion.


On the 22nd, Chamberlain returned to Germany to discuss the gradual transfer of the Sudeten territories and insist that what remained of Czechoslovakia was to be guaranteed. He found that Hitler had upped his demands: the timetable for the handover of Sudeteland must be advanced, and Polish and Hungarian claims for Czech territories acceded to. Chamberlain was obliged to return to England – and the prospect of war.


Trenches were dug in parks and open spaces, gas masks were issued, bomb shelters erected, Air Raid Precaution arrangements finessed, the evacuation of children planned and, in a ‘premature panic migration’, thousands were reported to be leaving London. It seemed it would be a reprise of the Great War – but this time with much more horrific consequences for the Home Front. The words of Chamberlain’s predecessor, Stanley Baldwin, echoed down the years. ‘The bomber will always get through,’ he had told the House of Commons in November 1932. ‘I think it is well for the man in the street to realise that there is no power on earth that can protect him from being bombed.’ And it was estimated that each single ton of bombs would result in seventy-two casualties: thousands would be killed within hours of war being declared.


On 28 September, as Chamberlain was addressing the Commons, he was once more recalled to Germany to confer with Hitler. Two days later he was back on British soil clutching that infamous piece of paper, which, he assured the nation, ‘was symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with each other again’.


The triumph was palpable. ‘What a shave,’ wrote Virginia Woolf, who noted ‘the obvious feeling is that We don’t want this war’. But within weeks relief had started to give way to unease. ‘Chamberlain’s private pact with Hitler . . . can’t really mean a thing. Can we trust Hitler? Do we really want a pact with a Jew-baiter and a religious persecutor?’ wondered Shelagh Morrison-Bell, the daughter of a Conservative MP. ‘Safe, but dirty’ was a remark that resonated with Vivienne Hall, whose ‘sense of shame was deepening’, while a civil servant reckoned, ‘We ought to have made a firmer stand . . . otherwise that fellow across the North Sea will tear off country after country like leaves off a calendar.’ ‘How long is “our time”?’ wondered the mother of the playwright-to-be Bernard Kops as she pored over the newspaper in the Stepney tenement where the family lived within sight of Tower Bridge.


The peace indeed proved transitory. On 15 March 1939 Hitler reneged on his promises and occupied the remainder of Czechoslovakia. The policy of appeasement had run into the sand. But, at a high cost in terms of international credibility and disruption and misery in central Europe, the respite had brought Britain time to build up its capacity to rearm and to strengthen its defences against direct attack and even the invasion that was anticipated.


Chamberlain finally and publicly placed a limit on British acquiescence in German expansionism on 31 March 1939, when he announced that if Poland were to be attacked, ‘His Majesty’s government would feel themselves bound at once to lend the Polish government all support in their power.’ It was this commitment that would lead Britain to war some five months later.
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‘BRITAIN IS AT WAR WITH GERMANY’
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Today was a beautiful day


But posters flapping on the railings tell the flustered


World that Hitler speaks


And we cannot take it in and we go to our daily


Jobs to the dull refrain of the caption ‘War’


And we think ‘This must be wrong, it has happened before,


Just like this’.


LOUIS MACNEICE, ‘AUTUMN JOURNAL’








‘THE SUN IS shining, the garden never looked lovelier – everything is in bloom. Tiger [the cat] lies there in the sun; all looks happy and peaceful. But it’s not. War has broken out between England and Germany, beastly, beastly war,’ wrote a twenty-four-year-old civil servant living in Croydon on 3 September 1939. And church-goers who had gone to matins that Sunday morning had left a nation at peace: when they emerged from church into the noonday sun, Britain was at war.


Britons had heard the momentous news over the airwaves. The wireless was regarded by the government as a vital means of communicating information to the public, and so, to ensure that essential instructions were listened to, the BBC had closed down its regional services two days earlier and reduced them to a single synchronised output. Now every programme began with the words ‘This is the BBC Home Service’.


In 1939 a wireless was a central feature in most people’s lives. More than 8.5 million wireless licences were issued in 1938, and 3 million copies of the Radio Times, priced at 2d, were sold each week. Out of a total population of 48 million, probably as many as 40 million were listening to the BBC by now. ‘Literally everyone in England,’ George Orwell confidently asserted, ‘has access to a radio’ though for some this meant listening in pubs or community halls. Most wirelesses were bulky wood or Bakelite sets – invariably positioned next to the fireplace in a living-room – since they had been built to accommodate heavy batteries, known as accumulators (the national grid had arrived in the mid 1930s but by no means all households were connected to mains electricity – by 1941 only two-thirds were). These accumulators had to be recharged about once a fortnight, usually by a local garage, though ‘the accumulator man [used to] walk up four flights of stairs carrying a replacement battery’ to Barbara Roose’s mother’s flat in Covent Garden. ‘He took ours away to be charged for sixpence.’


Thus BBC programmes attracted intense concentration from their captive audience. This was particularly true of the news, especially the 9 p.m. bulletin, which was the focus of many people’s evening – 52 per cent of listeners said they always listened to the news with their families, and 76 per cent preferred to.


But it was at 11.15 in the morning of 3 September that people gathered round their sets to hear Chamberlain’s metallic tones (which the writer Constance Miles found ‘the most delightfully English voice’) announcing that the fretful dance of diplomacy to avoid war was over. No reply to Britain’s ultimatum to Hitler that his troops must withdraw from Poland had been received by the 11 a.m. deadline, and ‘consequently this country is now at war with Germany’. The tension of the past few days had been unbearable, so the announcement might almost have come as a relief – but the Prime Minister’s words sounded leaden that perfect Sunday morning as the roast beef began to brown nicely in ovens throughout the country. Chamberlain spoke of ‘the evil things’ that the nation would be fighting, cataloguing not only brute force and bad faith, but Nazi injustice, oppression and persecution, before maintaining that right would prevail.


A young married woman in Leeds ‘could eat no breakfast hardly and just waited with sweating palms and despair for 11 o’clock. When the announcement was made, “This country is at war with Germany,” I leant against my husband and went quite dead for a minute or two.’


Mavis Carter, a teacher, had ‘held her chin up high’ as she sat listening to the broadcast in Chepstow with her family, but that was largely ‘to hold back the tears at the thought of all the slaughter ahead’, and when ‘ “God save the King” was played, we all stood up’. An elderly Essex woman did the same: ‘I had been told by the gardener that an important announcement would be given out on the wireless. It would either be peace or war, and anxiety increased as the time drew near. Then it was the latter. I stood up for “God save the King” and my little dog got out of her basket and stood beside me. I took her on my lap for comfort.’


Angela Culme-Seymour was at home that Sunday morning. A notable beauty, she had been the wife of Winston Churchill’s nephew Johnny, but was now married to Patrick Balfour (the heir to the Scottish baron Lord Kinross), a journalist who wrote ‘Londoner’s Diary’ for the Evening Standard. She was living with her ‘safe and temporary husband’ in Maida Vale. When they heard Chamberlain’s broadcast, ‘Patrick and I looked at each other rather hard and I felt sick. So I said “Let’s go downstairs and have a nip” with the Stowes [the butler and cook] and that’s what we did. It was odd, rather like toasting the war. Then I went out for a walk by myself and stood on the bridge over the Grand Union Canal for a long time. It was entirely still and quiet and I felt very, very odd.’


‘L[eonard] and I stood by,’ recorded Virginia Woolf in Sussex as Chamberlain spoke to the nation. ‘We as usual remain outside. If we win, – then what? . . . All the formula are now a mere formula for gangsters. So we chopped words. I suppose the bombs are falling on rooms like this in Warsaw now. A fine sunny morning here, apples shining . . . It’s the unreality of force that muffles everything . . . not to attitudinise is one reflection . . . Then of course I shall have to work to make money. That’s a comfort. Write articles for America. I suppose take on writing for some society. Keep the Press going.’


In Kintyre, the writer Naomi Mitchison, who had been a VAD in the First World War, was at home with her husband Dick and son Denny. As she listened to Chamberlain, she thought that he ‘sound[ed] like a very old man . . . At the end Joan [a house guest] said How could he ask God to bless us? . . . As God Save the King started Denny turned it off and someone said Thank you. The maids hadn’t wanted to come through: I told Annie [the housekeeper] who was wonderfully cheerful and said she remembered the Boer War, and Bella [the cook] who said Isn’t that heartbreaking. After a bit she began to cry, a saucepan in her hands, and said Think of all our men going, then to me of course you’ve got boys too. Dick said Think of the women in Germany all saying that too, but there was no response. Then she asked When will they send our men over? But none of us had much idea.’


The writer, former diplomat and more recently National Labour MP Harold Nicolson – who would rush out a 50,000-word Penguin Special in three weeks explaining Why Britain is at War – reflected on the day it broke out that ‘even when someone dies, one is amazed that the poplars should still be standing quite unaware of one’s own disaster, so when I walked down to the lake [at Sissinghurst, Harold and his wife Vita Sackville-West’s house in Kent] to bathe, I could scarcely believe that the swans were being sincere in their indifference to a Second German War’. Conservative MP Henry ‘Chips’ Channon still allowed himself a modicum of hope on the day that war was declared. ‘Everyone is smiling, the weather is glorious but I feel that our world, or all that remains of it, is committing suicide while Stalin laughs and the Kremlin triumphs’ – this last a reference to the signing of a non-aggression pact the previous month between Germany and the Soviet Union, which effectively secured Russia’s neutrality for Hitler’s invasion of Poland, and had come as a great shock to many British people. ‘If only we can win a quick war, and dislodge the Nazi regime. That would mean a Neville victory, a November election and triumph. In London the church bells are ringing, people draw more closely together, everyone is kind and considerate, and all are quietly appreciative of what the Government has done.’


That might have been true in Channing’s circle but on the south coast at Milford in Hampshire a civil servant was far from ‘quietly appreciative’. ‘I saw from someone else’s paper that the issue of peace or war will be decided today, but I can’t be bothered to hang around waiting for it. Hitler gave us the only answer he understands when he bombed Poland on Friday. I go off alone to the cliff and watch the magnificent sea. It’s exhilarating down there and probably I shan’t have many more opportunities to see it. I stand there a long time thinking while the wind blows me clean and wild looking . . . When I come down to dinner I’m told that we are at war and that Chamberlain has spoken. I’m glad I missed him. I don’t want to hear him say “God knows I have done my best!” I don’t believe it. He could have secured Russian co-operation. And I didn’t want to hear the King tonight either. Sacrifice. Pull together. Justice. I’m willing to fight Fascism if necessary (and if we’d treated Russia decently it wouldn’t be necessary) but I feel tricked somehow. That National Government has brought us to this by sabotaging collective security. They’ve not thought of justice until just recently and I and those with me who prophesied this feel no pleasure at being true prophets but only ache at the futility of it.’


The pacifist writer Vera Brittain was sitting on a camp bed in the study between her two children, Shirley (who would grow up to be the politician Shirley Williams) and John. She listened to Chamberlain whose ‘voice sounded very old and trembled’ and ‘found that the tears were running down my cheeks – I suppose from some subconscious realisation of the failure of my efforts for peace over 20 years, for I had expected the announcement . . . Went out in the [New] forest; in the sunny quiet and gorse and heather it was impossible to take in the size of the catastrophe. To comfort myself, wrote an article for Peace News called “Lift Up Your Hearts”.’


Some people had not been able to listen to the wireless. Muriel Green, who was eighteen, had been pumping petrol in her family’s garage in Norfolk and hadn’t heard the declaration of war. When a customer leaned out of his car window to tell her, she had ‘a feeling of hopelessness followed by annoyance . . . Think through friends who will eventually be called up. Decide to think of them as killed off and then it will not be such a blow if they are, and it will be a great joy at the end if they are not.’


Far away from his homeland, on a yacht off the coast of California, with Vivien Leigh and Douglas Fairbanks Jr, the actor Laurence Olivier heard the news. He proceeded to get blind drunk and rowed round the other yachts, shouting, ‘This is the end! You’re all washed up! Finished! Enjoy your last moments. You’re done for . . .’


Following Chamberlain’s broadcast, a series of short official announcements instructed listeners that the blowing of whistles or blaring of horns was now forbidden since these could be mistaken for an air-raid siren. (Indeed, a survey taken a few days earlier found that one in six people did not know what the signal for an air raid was, ‘despite [this] having been publicised widely by the government, also mentioned in many newspapers and on films and wireless’.) They were told that all theatres, cinemas, music halls and other places of entertainment were to be closed forthwith, and football matches and other events that attracted large crowds were forbidden – measures intended to minimise the chances of a large number of people being killed by a single bomb. The London tubes were needed for transport and would, therefore, not be available as air-raid shelters. Every citizen was then warned of his or her wartime responsibilities: to observe the blackout from dusk to dawn; to listen regularly to the BBC news broadcasts; to carry a gas mask everywhere; to make sure every member of the family was labelled with his or her name and address (‘If I am so blown about that I can’t tell my name, do you think the label will still be intact?’ wondered a nurse when she was instructed never to go out without the luggage label that had been handed to her); and when the air-raid siren sounded to go immediately to a shelter and stay there until the All Clear sounded.


As the announcements drew to a close with some information ‘about food’ the banshee wail of the air-raid siren filled the air. The war was less than half an hour old, but it was what the nation had been led to expect: an immediate knockout blow from the air. Two days earlier a leaflet had come through doors advising ‘What To Do in an Air-Raid’. It was as reassuring as it could be in the circumstances. Citizens should not be unduly alarmed by any pictures they might have seen of the bombing of Barcelona during the Spanish Civil War. British homes were more sturdily built than those in Spain, and offered considerable protection to the occupants. The direct effects of a high-explosive bomb were usually limited to within around 30 feet of the bomb. If fifty large bombs fell within a square mile there was a hundred-to-one chance of a person experiencing ‘what might be called a direct hit’. People must, however, take shelter.


They should file in an orderly fashion into a public shelter – for in the previous few days ‘Public Shelter’ notices had been pasted on numerous buildings such as town halls, railway stations, offices and shops, and in parts of London the entrances to vaults and cellars that had been hurriedly requisitioned for the purpose. Or they could make for the nearest trench, since digging night and day – which had been abandoned after the Munich crisis the previous autumn had seemed to promise peace – had been resumed in the parks and other open spaces, and local authorities were now urged to provide stairs, seats and sanitation in these timber- or concrete-lined mud hollows, or they could go to a purpose-built brick public shelter. Far more preferably, they could take shelter in their own homes, either in the corrugated-iron Anderson shelter in the back garden if there was one, or by scurrying into their basement or cellar. But although 1.5 million free Anderson shelters had been distributed by the outbreak of war (and were optimistically estimated to be able to protect 6 million people), and 50,000 were being turned out every week, this was still a third short of target. In addition many corrugated-iron kits had been delivered but not erected, while others had been erected in such a cack-handed way (for it was a task requiring considerable strength and some dexterity) as to represent danger rather than protection. Furthermore, Anderson shelters had not yet gone on sale to those householders who were not entitled to a free one because their annual income was in excess of £250 a year.


In sum, the protection of those in key danger zones still fell far short of what was expected to be required on the day that war broke out.


Nina Masel had been playing the piano in the front room of a Romford semi when her mother, who until a quarter of an hour before ‘had been convinced that a war wouldn’t be needed at all, flung open the door just before 11.30 a.m. and burst in shouting “Stop that noise!” and flung open the window letting in the scream of the air raid siren, and the scuffling noise of neighbours in a hurry. Immediately my father assumed the role of administrative head of the house [as the government leaflet had told him he should] issuing commands and advice: “All get your gas masks . . . Steady no panicking! . . . Every man for himself! . . . Keep in the passage!” My small sister (11) began to sob: “Will it be alright?” she kept querying. My mother was frightened, but was trying to take hold of herself. My heart beat hard for the first few seconds, and then it calmed down. I think my brother and sister felt much the same as I did. We gathered in the passage (we have no shelter) and sat on the stairs. After a few minutes we decided that it was a false alarm or a trial, so we went to the front gate (all except my mother and small sister, who kept calling for us to come back) and remained there until the “All Clear” was given. A few babies were crying and air-raid wardens with gas masks and helmets were running up and down.’


As she was walking along Upper Street in Islington, north London, Eileen Harmer heard the siren. She and the friends she was with made a dash for the public shelter erected on Islington Green. ‘As we went in an ARP warden yelled “mind those electric wires” and we realised that the shelter was still being built. I wondered how many more, up and down the country, weren’t ready yet now that the war had started.’


At their London home, Morpeth Mansions in Westminster, Winston Churchill and his wife Clementine went out on to the flat roof ‘to see what was going on. Around us on every side, in the clear, cool September light, rose the roofs and spires of London. Above them were already rising thirty or forty cylindrical balloons’ – these were the silver-coloured barrage balloons, 66 feet long and 30 feet high, filled with 20,000 cubic feet of hydrogen and tethered to the ground by steel cables, highly effective in deterring low-flying aircraft. Churchill and his wife ‘gave the government a good mark for preparation, and as the quarter of an hour’s notice which we had been led to expect we should receive was now running out we made our way to the shelter assigned to us, armed with a bottle of brandy and other appropriate medical comforts. Our shelter was a hundred yards down the street, and consisted merely of an open basement, not even sand-bagged, in which the tenants of half a dozen flats were already assembled. Everyone was cheerful and jocular, as is the English manner when about to encounter the unknown. As I gazed from the doorway along the empty street and at the crowded room below my imagination drew pictures of carnage and vast explosions shaking the ground, of buildings clattering down in dust and rubble, of fire brigades and ambulances scurrying through the smoke, beneath the drone of hostile aeroplanes. For had we not all been taught how terrible air raids would be?’


In Fleet Street, newspaper editors sent their star reporters off to ‘cover’ the hospitals, expecting casualties to pour in. In Fulham, ‘police on bicycles . . . ride up from the police station wearing “Take Cover” placards on chest and back and shout “Take cover” and “Take cover” is echoed by people in cafés and streets. People in the street begin to run frantically. People in houses and shops rush to door. Remain crowded in doorway. People in streets diving for any open door they can see. Policeman on bike waves people at café door back. “Go in”. People go in and then after a few seconds return to door. Woman of about 25 with pram rushes up and is helped into café by men who push back other men in the way. Then a boy of about 15 runs up panting, looking terrified, and dives in . . .’


‘Of course we were afraid. We were absolutely terrified,’ recalls Shirley Annand. ‘We had all read H. G. Wells so we knew what it would be like. Bombs raining down, fires everywhere, gas, hundreds of thousands dead.’ George Beardmore, an asthmatic London clerk who was also a writer, thought that ‘it would be impossible to convey the sense of utter panic with which we heard the first air raid warning ten minutes after the outbreak of war. We had all taken The Shape of Things to Come [H. G. Wells’ novel] too much to heart, also the dire prophecies of scientists, journalists and even politicians of the devastation and disease that would follow the first air raid. We pictured St Paul’s in ruins and a hole in the ground where the Houses of Parliament stood.’


As the warning sounded, Members of Parliament were beginning to arrive at the House of Commons to hear Chamberlain at noon. Harold Nicolson reported that the Conservative MP Leo Amery was critical when he heard it: ‘They ought not to do that after what we have heard on the wireless. People will think it is an air raid warning.’ ‘Hardly had he said these words,’ Nicolson wrote, ‘when another siren takes up. “My God!” I said, “It is an air raid warning!” ’ The MPs walked ‘quickly but not without dignity into the House’ where ‘the police in steel helmets tell us to go down to the air-raid refuge. I do so . . . It is very hot. People chat to each other with forced geniality. After ten minutes we are released and go onto the terrace. People assert that they heard gunfire and bombs dropping. I suggest that it was merely the carpenters nailing in the asbestos linings to the windows. The terrace is flashed with sunshine, and we watch with disapproval the slow movements of the people of Lambeth trying to get a [barrage] balloon to rise. It has been dampened by last night’s rain.’


Ellen Howard, a thirty-seven-year-old woman living with her husband and children in south London, had ‘hardly digested the news when the sirens started wailing’. Her husband ‘heard them first, or rather was the first to realise what they meant. We all flew to our tasks. I filled the bath tub, closed the upper windows, got down the tins containing our gas masks, prised them open and soaped the eye piece [to stop the glass visor from steaming up], carried my oiled coat and a box of precious things down to the shelter. K. had put earth on the boiler fire, turned off the gas, filled the kitchen sink, drawn the lower curtains and closed the windows and also put the dog’s harness on him. We were all down in the shelter in four minutes. It was our first rehearsal and we were well pleased. I’d not got out the axe, K. had forgotten her gas mask and I hadn’t turned on the radio [as instructed to do in case there were announcements]. Nothing happened so we took stock of ourselves, had a drink and found we’d also forgotten the oil cape to wrap the dog in [supposed to offer protection against poison gas]. H. decided to stay outside until he heard gunfire, so he went out and the All Clear went. K. and I felt a bit shaky but decided that it was excitement as much as anything else – it had all been such a scramble. Suddenly we smelt gas. It was several seconds before we remembered that no one had turned off the ’fridge before turning off the main tap. A note to remember and we also decided not to put out the boiler fire anymore – burning earth smells horrid.’


In West Hampstead, Gwladys Cox felt ‘unspeakable astonishment’ when the siren sounded. She turned off the gas at the mains, caught the cat and put him in his basket, and she and her husband grabbed their gas masks and ‘struggled down the several flights of stairs to the street, some yards along the pavement, down the area steps, along dark winding passages’ to their shelter in the basement of their block of flats, which the tobacconist, whose premises it was part of, had given them permission to use and which they had already equipped with deckchairs, rugs, candles and matches. ‘My knees were knocking together with weakness while I stifled a strong desire to be sick. I was not exactly afraid, but nervous that I should be afraid; startled and bewildered, glimpsing dimly that already all my known world was toppling about my ears. And behind all these mixed feelings was one of unreality because the circumstances of this first alert had such an artificially dramatic element – as if the curtain having been rung down on peace, war planes which had been awaiting their cue in the wings suddenly swooped into view before the footlights . . . I remained in the shelter about half an hour staring at the cobwebs while Ralph reconnoitred outside. When the All Clear started, we came upstairs to make preparations for Sunday dinner.’


That morning Barbara Campbell, from Redhill in Surrey, had been on duty at the hospital where she was a masseuse. At about half past eleven she was driving to visit a patient and a policeman signalled her to stop. She thought he was going ‘to advise me to have something done about my car headlights for night use. But he said “the air raid warning’s on”. I was astonished as I did not know that war had been declared. There were a great number of other cars on the road, and I noticed several crammed with bedding and furniture heading south. About 100 yards from my parents’ house a warden in complete protective rig rushed at me and signalled me to draw into the kerb and shouted at me “Air raid. Leave the car at once”. When I got home I found several residents in the road filling improvised sandbags with soil and sand from our next door neighbour’s garden and stacking them in front of our garage which is built into a bank and has part of our garden on top of its concrete roof. In the kitchen mother was cooking Sunday lunch with one hand and sewing up sacking with the other. When the warning went mother suggested to my sister that she should go next door to the neighbour’s for company and while there had suggested that they should make use of our garage as a shelter, putting our car out permanently in the road. This seemed a good idea so other neighbours joined in and work went on all day. When sacking ran out, I went up into the loft and found some old curtains and we ran them up too. By the evening we had a good six feet of sandbag wall and two lines in front of the doors which were protected by stair carpets and we had jointly furnished the interior. One of the neighbours had started to fix up a cable from the house to supply electric light. I think the feeling of having something definite to do was a help to us all, and certainly we spoke to neighbours we had not met before. It takes a war to get to know people it seems. It turns out that one neighbour has a five-month-old baby and an evacuated child with her, another has two children, yet another two children and their mother, and all felt the responsibility of the children. The neighbour with the baby was said to have wept hopelessly when the warning went as she had no gas mask for the baby and doubted the efficacy of her modern house to stand up to any shock making the gas proof room she had prepared rather useless. We decided to leave our garage doors unlocked so that the shelter would always be available . . .’


The alert had been a false alarm – the first of several. A sole French plane flying along the Thames had been mistaken for the vanguard party of a German attack. It lasted twenty minutes. When the All Clear sounded people emerged and got on with their Sundays, interspersing their usual late summer Sabbath activities – a walk, a rest after lunch, the Sunday papers, writing letters, tidying up the garden – with the imperatives of war concerned with blackout and shelter provision, Air Raid Precaution (ARP) duties, anxiety.


Chamberlain picked up his gas mask in its new shiny black leather case, put on his homburg hat, and walked the few hundred yards from Downing Street to the House of Commons. He told MPs of his intense feelings. ‘This is a sad day for all of us, but to none is it sadder than to me. Everything I have worked for, everything that I have hoped for, everything that I have believed in during my public life has crashed in ruins.’


Winston Churchill had already ‘prepared a short speech which I thought would be becoming to the solemn and awful moments in our lives and history’, and when he was called to give it his distinctive voice resonated like the ‘barks of a field gun’ as he associated himself with his Prime Minister’s sadness. His next words drew succour from the centuries that he had been mapping a few days earlier writing his history of the English-speaking peoples. There was, he said, ‘the feeling of thankfulness that if these great trials were to come upon our island there is a generation of Britons here and now ready to prove itself, not unworthy of the days of yore and not unworthy of those great men, the fathers of our land who laid the foundations of our laws and shaped the greatness of our country’. ‘Too much like one of his articles,’ thought Harold Nicolson.


When the debate finished Churchill was told by Chamberlain that his offer to ‘hold myself entirely at your disposal, with every desire to aid you in your task’ had been accepted. He was to return to government as First Lord of the Admiralty with a seat in the War Cabinet of nine members. Anthony Eden, another critical anti-appeaser, was back too, as Foreign Secretary.


The day passed slowly. Monica Kerr started ‘sorting out all my possessions and destroying all those letters that I’ve been keeping as “precious” ’, and was appalled to hear some of her fellow civil servants having a sing-song after supper. ‘They were singing the hit song of the First World War twenty-five years ago, “Pack up Your Troubles in Your Old Kit Bag”. How can they?’ Marion Browne, who had decided to keep a wartime diary, met an actress friend from Birmingham for lunch who was ‘upset because her tour will not play in London as arranged’ – since the theatres had been shut. She saw her friend off at Waterloo station on to a train that had had its light bulbs replaced with dim blue ones and sported yellow notices on every carriage instructing passengers to ‘Lie down on the floor in the event of an Air Raid’. ‘Station very miserable,’ Miss Browne noted. ‘I hate seeing mothers leaving town with their children, obviously upset at leaving their husbands. All seems so futile and I can scarcely believe that it is true. Sat in the station refreshment room for half an hour and then went to Dick Sheppard House, the headquarters of the Peace Pledge Union. But found out that the Peace Parade planned for today had been cancelled. Made some new friends and was driven home. Talked to some girls who did not intend to accept ration books. Went to bed at 11 o’clock and was knocked up at twelve to say there was a light showing through a crack in my bedroom window. Promised to put up interlined curtains the following day.’


At nine o’clock that night George VI broadcast to the nation, sadly reminding his listeners that ‘for the second time in the lives of most of us, we are at war’. He called on his people to ‘stand calm and firm and united in this time of trial. The task will be hard. There may be dark days ahead and war can no longer be confined to the battlefield . . .’ It had been intended to print the King’s message with a facsimile of his signature appended, and to distribute a copy to every household in Britain, but the exigencies of war put a stop to that. It would have taken 250 tons of paper and cost some £35,000, and the Post Office was alarmed at the prospect of delivering 15 million extra pieces of mail at a time when their staff was depleted by military call-up. The plan to have a royal message pinned up in every home was discreetly abandoned.


At the end of the day that war was declared the King went to bed alone. The Queen had decided to return to Balmoral that day to explain to her daughters as best she could what was happening. In Cricklewood, north London, Hannah Hodgson had been dozing in an armchair. She found ‘this dimmed lighting is very restful’ but finally roused herself to go to bed just before 11 p.m. As she stretched out like a starfish in the double bed she had shared with her husband until he had been called up two days earlier, she was thoughtful. ‘So this is war, unsatisfied desire and a sense of frustration. No stimulating change of duty, no ennobling thoughts, no sense of humour.’




2


‘EVACUATE FORTHWITH’
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All the time I was evacuated I used to tell myself that one day the war would be over and I could go back home. After the war . . . I made my way back to where I used to live. The whole area had been obliterated during . . . the Blitz and I was quite unable to find the spot where our house once stood. That happened more than fifty years ago . . . but somehow I am still waiting to go home.


JIM BARTLEY, EVACUEE








SO BEGAN WHAT Churchill called the ‘Twilight War’, some called the ‘Bore War’ and what later came to be universally known in a phrase borrowed from America as the ‘Phoney War’. Chamberlain, who had led Britain into it, thought it ‘a strange war which is more like a siege’. It was a time of rumour and uncertainty, and it did not seem like real war on the Home Front because war in the shape it had been sketched did not materialise. There were no bombed cities and no charnel house of flame and death. Yet.


Despite protestations of support for ‘Poland’s Gallant Fight Against the Odds’, the promised air attacks on Germany did not happen. When the RAF pilots set off on sorties over Germany, they did not have military targets in their sights, nor bombs in their holds. They went ‘for the purpose of distributing a note to the German people’: that is, to drop 10 million somewhat confused leaflets in an attempt to persuade the German people of their Führer’s folly in pursuing an unnecessary war and the hopelessness of his enterprise, since his country did not ‘have the means to sustain protracted warfare’. ‘We are dropping pamphlets on Germany,’ snorted Kate Phipps, a Red Cross nurse. ‘Will that have any more effect than if they dropped them on us? We would just burn them. No doubt they will do likewise.’


In little more than a fortnight, the ostensible cause for which Britain and France had jointly gone to war was lost. ‘Collapse of Poland’ announced The Times headline on 18 September 1939. German and Russian troops had met at Brest-Litovsk in western Poland, the Polish government had fled to Romania, and the country was being partitioned – or ‘raped’ as The Times had it. Two days later the Lord Mayor of Warsaw sent a message from his city, which was under constant bombardment: ‘When will the effective help of Great Britain and France come to relieve us from this terrible situation? We are waiting for it.’ It never came. For the following seven months, ‘the people of Britain were left with a war on their hands’. ‘Both sides are waiting,’ wrote the Observer. ‘Great Britain is waiting for Germany to make a move . . . Germany is waiting until everything is ready – possibly including the weather.’


In November Chamberlain broadcast to Britain and the Empire: ‘I know well that in a greater or lesser degree the war has interrupted and affected your daily life . . . Most of these hardships and inconveniences have been brought about by the necessity of providing against attacks from the air. Some of them may now seem to have been unnecessary, since the air raids have not taken place, but if they had come as everyone expected, and had found us unprepared, you would have rightly blamed the Government for its neglect.’ There was no better example to illustrate the Prime Minister’s words than the evacuation scheme starting on 1 September. In anticipation of massed air attacks, 1,473,000 people were moved, the majority in three days, from the crowded cities of Britain to safe areas in the country – or at least safer. Back in February 1939 a Local Government report had been blunt: ‘In a country the size of England, there is, in the condition of modern war, no place of absolute safety.’


Plans for evacuating what were referred to in official circles as bouches inutiles (useless mouths) – children, the elderly and the infirm, who would not be in a position to help, and indeed would hinder, the war effort – had been discussed since the mid-1920s. But there was reluctance to activate this operation on the scale that would be necessary. As late as 1938 the government-issued Householders’ Handbook had still laid the responsibility for evacuation on individuals, suggesting that ‘if you live in a large town, children, invalids, elderly members of the household, and pets, should be sent to relatives or friends in the country if this is possible’.


But what about the poorer areas of cities where people did not have the resources to leave their homes or send their dependants away? These places were likely to be among the first targets for enemy action, since in the jumble of post-industrial urban Britain they tended to be concentrated around such targets as dockyards and factories. Like so many other early wartime initiatives, plans for evacuation were driven by the desire to avoid mass panic. But despite anxious representations from the London County Council (LCC) and other inner-city authorities, it was not until May 1938 that a ‘Committee of Evacuation’ was set up under the chairmanship of ‘that great administrator’, the former Governor of Bengal, now Home Secretary, the austere Sir John Anderson.


The evacuation would be the largest mass movement in British history: ‘Exodus of the Bible dwarfed’ claimed the Dorset Daily Echo. With 1,589 assembly points and 168 entraining stations in London alone, it would be an operation of major logistical complexity to relocate whole schools, including teachers, plus mothers with under-school-age children, pregnant women and the disabled – people regarded as a priority for evacuation. The planners saw it as comparable to a military operation, with the emphasis on the logistics of rapid transportation and much less attention given to what would happen when the evacuees arrived at their destination. This was to lead to serious mistakes both in the conception of the plan and its implementation. But had the aerial bombardment begun immediately on the outbreak of war, as had been forecast, many of these shortcomings might well have been buried under the debris of war.


Public Information Leaflet No 3 made it all sound very sensible: ‘The scheme is entirely a voluntary one, but clearly the children will be much safer and happier away from the big cities where the danger will be greatest. There is room in the safe areas for these children; householders have volunteered to provide it. They have offered homes where the children will be made welcome. The children will have their schoolteachers and other helpers with them and their schooling will continue . . . Do not hesitate to register your children if you live in a crowded area. Of course it means heartache to be separated from your children, but you can be quite sure that they will be well looked after. That will relieve you of one anxiety at any rate.’


Since the Munich crisis, local newspapers had frequently imagined terrifying scenarios when the bombs began to fall in their areas. ‘It does not require the exercise of much imagination to previsualise the absolute chaos, the anguish and the hopeless and helpless plight of thousands . . .’ reported the Liverpolitan in November 1938. ‘We should have screaming mothers dashing aimlessly about with crying children in their arms . . . and amidst the hysteria, the tumult and the conflict . . . Despite the best of parental intervention, the exertion of the most heroic efforts at self-sacrifice, it would be the children who would chiefly fall victims of the holocaust.’ Even the more restrained Liverpool Daily Post spoke sombrely of 300,000 casualties a week expected when hostilities began.


In general, as had been predicted, those who took part in the official government scheme were predominantly urban working-class children evacuated with their state schools, plus other ‘priority cases’ who had no one in the country with sufficiently commodious accommodation to put them up for an unknown duration. The areas designated for evacuation were the most densely populated inner cities where the birth rate was higher and families larger, whereas the more affluent suburbs were more often classified as ‘neutral areas’, neither sending nor receiving evacuees. It was more likely to be from these areas that upwards of 2 million people would be able to make private arrangements to go to friends or relations, or rent cottages, or book hotels and boarding houses, choosing the West Country, rural Wales, the more remote parts of Scotland – anywhere that seemed away from what were thought would be prime military targets. Though there were periodically sniping references in the press to the ‘funk holes’ of the comfortably off, well away from danger, privately arranged evacuations could split families and cause as much heartache as an official scheme. At the end of August 1939, all families had to grapple with what was best for mothers and children in the face of what threatened to be impending attack. The difference was that some had a choice of when and where to go: others seemed to have almost none.


Public schools made their own arrangements. Dulwich College was evacuated to Tonbridge in Kent. Westminster moved in with Lancing College in Sussex; the City of London School doubled up with Marlborough, and, when a government radio-monitoring unit took over its buildings, the Oratory School moved from Reading to Henley – and never returned. St Paul’s Boys’ School relocated to Lord Downshire’s estate at Wokingham in Surrey; Queen Margaret’s School, Scarborough, was evacuated to Castle Howard in the spring of 1940 and, when part of the building, including the State Rooms, was destroyed by fire in November 1940, still stayed on. St Denis Girls’ School moved from Edinburgh into one of the Duke of Buccleuch’s stately homes at Drumlanrig, while Craigmount School moved from Edinburgh to Scone Palace in Perthshire. At the Duke of Devonshire’s magnificent residence at Chatsworth, fine furniture and paintings were moved out, chandeliers bagged up, four-poster beds covered in dust sheets and tapestries, and panelling covered over – ready for girls from Penrhos College in North Wales whose own premises were wanted as offices by the Ministry of Food. And Malvern School, whose premises were requisitioned by the Admiralty, set up educational shop in the awesome surroundings of Blenheim Palace for a year before sharing Harrow’s premises for the rest of the war. For the same reason the Royal School at Bath moved into Longleat, where most pupils felt cold for most of the time. Highgate School had informed parents at the end of the summer term that they should look out for advertisements in The Times and Daily Telegraph announcing ‘Highgate School goes West’, which would be the coded announcement that the evacuation of the boys’ public school to Westward Ho! near Plymouth was about to start. Eton, however, stayed put, though its precautions did include warning boys not to wear their customary top hats when they went into the air-raid shelters since these took up too much space – and provided no protection against blast.


There had been evacuation rehearsals earlier in the summer, and on 28 August London children, who were still on holiday, were summoned to their schools, which would be their assembly point, for a practice. Anxious parents, many still undecided whether or not to send their children away, quizzed teachers and officials, opted for evacuation, changed their minds, and then changed them back again. Each school was allocated a number and told which was to be their station for disembarkation. Parents had all received a government leaflet instructing them that their children should bring ‘a handbag or case containing the child’s gas mask, a change of underclothing, night clothes, house shoes or plimsolls, spare stockings or socks, a toothbrush, a comb, towel, soap and face cloth, handkerchiefs; and, if possible, a warm coat or mackintosh’ – though this relatively modest kit was to prove beyond the resources of a number of parents in deprived inner-city areas. ‘The headmistress sent home a list of things which we had to take with us pinned up in a blanket,’ recalled a child who lived at Elephant and Castle in south London. ‘We didn’t have all the things.’ Liverpool schools realistically decided to substitute a pillowcase as the suggested receptacle in place of a case or rucksack. Many schools supplemented the official list: Brockley School for Boys in south-east London added ‘card games, gym kit, pullover, story or reading book and school hymn book’ to its requirements and detailed the food that should be packed for each boy ‘to last one or two days’. A ten-year-old girl evacuated from east London to Oxfordshire didn’t ‘realise what war was and . . . I imagined that the carrier bag full of food that I had been given was to be my food for the duration of the war’.


Practices were arranged daily in most schools, and parents were never entirely sure when they saw their children off to school in the morning whether they would be coming home again that evening. ‘Each morning my sister and I would leave home with our packed sandwiches and clothes,’ recalled the cartoonist Mel Calman. ‘We would say goodbye to our parents. Our labels were pinned on us and I felt sick . . . We went through this awful ritual of goodbye each morning for a week. Every morning I felt sick and kissed my parents and thought I was leaving my identity with them.’


On 31 August the Ministry of Health gave the green light: ‘Evacuate forthwith . . . [though] no one should conclude that this means that war is now regarded as inevitable . . .’


In the early morning of 1 September 1939 the exercise to ‘get the children away’ began. Police in loudhailer vans directed the ‘great trek’ to and from assembly points. Helpers – teachers, local authority officials and railway staff plus members of voluntary organisations including 17,000 Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) members – wearing armbands that denoted the party they were with, and usually carrying banners so they could be identified in a crowd, set out to accomplish ‘war task number one’. The children went by underground, bus or other forms of hastily assembled road transport to their designated ‘entraining station’, either a main terminus or a suburban station, and were marshalled on to trains clutching gas masks, luggage, food and drink for the journey – and a favourite toy if the school allowed that, though not all did.


But it was soon apparent that nothing like the expected number had turned up. A total of 3.5 million had been planned for: less than half that number – 1.5 million schoolchildren, teachers, mothers with small children, the disabled and their helpers – travelled under the scheme, though this shortfall was not admitted at the time. The rate of take-up varied widely among the various places scheduled for evacuation. The greatest proportion of schoolchildren from a single area – between 61 and 76 per cent – left from Manchester and Salford, Newcastle and Gateshead, Liverpool, Bootle and other areas on Merseyside. In London almost half the schoolchildren joined the exodus, fanning out from Land’s End to the Wash. In Glasgow 42 per cent of schoolchildren were evacuated, but in other areas the total was much lower: only 24 per cent of schoolchildren left the combined Midlands conurbations of Birmingham, Coventry, Smethwick, Walsall and West Bromwich, while Edinburgh sent 28 per cent, Derby 27 per cent, Bradford 25 per cent, Nottingham 22 per cent and Sheffield only 15 per cent. Overall, less than half the schoolchildren left English towns and cities including London, and 38 per cent moved from evacuation areas in Scotland. Richard Titmuss, who wrote a humane official history of the problems of social policy in the Second World War, suggested that parents from the poorest districts, who were likely to have the least education, were more likely to accept that those in authority – teachers and the government – in some way ‘knew best’, and that they had little say in such matters as the evacuation of their children.


In theory, this shortfall meant that the exercise should have been easier to achieve than had been anticipated: in fact, it led to problems. When it was clear that only half the number expected needed transport, train timetables and destinations were hurriedly rescheduled to get the evacuees away as fast as possible, but that meant that the evacuees who finally ‘detrained’, in the official language, at towns and villages in the reception areas were often quite different from those who had been expected and prepared for.


However ‘sensible’ the decision to send off your children, to wave goodbye to your wife and infants, or to part from your heavily pregnant wife for an unknown length of time, it was heart-wrenching. Children had to have a luggage label attached to their coats with their name, address and school on it, but no destination. A government leaflet had explained that though the State would bear the cost of the train fare, ‘it would not be possible to let all parents know in advance the place to which each child is to be sent but they would be notified as soon as the movement is over’, and each child was issued with a stamped postcard to send home when they arrived at his or her destination. Richard Titmuss considered that, ‘The Government was asking a great deal: it was asking parents to send their children for an indefinite period to an unknown destination, there to be committed to the care of strangers.’ It was clearly admirable that so many parents were prepared to do so in the circumstances of impending war; it is hardly surprising that even more felt they could not.


There were pragmatic considerations. Children who stayed at home when their school was evacuated, would have nowhere to be educated: the LCC, for example, had made clear that ‘if you do not wish your children to be evacuated you must not send them to school until further notice’; and indeed, by December 1939 thousands of children who had remained in the evacuation areas had been without education, health services, school meals or milk since 1 September. But the trust necessary for parents to agree to send away their little (and not so little) ones must also have depended on how confident they felt about the satisfactoriness or otherwise of local arrangements. Manchester was an example of efficient planning, with parents being given plenty of information in good time to take the decision: the city’s reward was a 70 per cent evacuation, more than 20 per cent above the national level.


As the government leaflet had put it, ‘There are still a number of people who ask “What is the need for all this business about evacuation? Surely if war comes it would be better for families to stick together and not go breaking up their homes?” ’ And this was what a number of parents – and children – clearly felt despite all the brisk injunctions: ‘If we die, we die together’ was a wartime-long mantra for many. Again there were practical considerations. Unemployment had been high throughout the 1930s, and many mothers needed to work in wartime to supplement the family income, and that was particularly the case in 1939 if an employed husband had been called up into the Forces where a private’s pay could hardly be said to be a living wage for a family. In these situations older children might be needed at home to help look after a younger brother or sister; family illness, impending confinement or a new baby could create the same dependency. It would be facile to think that those who kept their children at home were selfish or sentimental, or that those who sent them away were uncaring. The vast majority of both suffered anxiety, some felt guilt, and others a sense of loss, as did many of the children.


A young woman who had helped with the evacuation of children from Bow in the East End of London recalled ‘most vividly’ that while the ‘children were wild with excitement . . . most mums were pale and drawn no doubt wondering when they’d see their sons and daughters again. It was certainly the first time the mothers had been parted from their schoolchildren. Very close families were the order of the day in Bow. No one had to tell you about the value of family life in the East End then because, quite frankly, we didn’t know anything else.’


Bernard Kops recalled that his little sister Rose was terrified at the thought of evacuation from their Stepney tenement: ‘I want to stop with you. I want to be killed with you,’ she screamed to her mother as they assembled in the playground with their gas masks and labels tied to their coats. ‘And then we all moved away, all the children and parents crying . . . I knew for my mother the separation from us was even worse than the thought of war.


‘. . . In the train I could hardly contain myself with excitement when it moved out of the station. I jumped from window to window. But then I came back to earth with a clunk when I looked at my terrible responsibility, my crying, snotty-nosed red-eyed little sister. I had promised to look after her and not be separated from her.


‘ “But where will we be tonight?” she appealed to me. And I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” “But will we be with strangers?” Rose had never been away from home, never been more than six inches away from my mother and now she was clinging on to me and the other children were watching.’


Many parents found it unbearably painful to part with their children even if they were convinced that it was the right thing to do. ‘Come the Friday morning,’ recalled Edna Kirby (later Griffiths), who was evacuated from Merseyside, ‘I was up and dressed without having to be asked. My mum was on her knees black-leading the grate (it was Friday after all!) and didn’t even look up when I left, and never said a word. In a child’s way I thought perhaps she was glad I was going; it never occurred to me at the time that she was so upset she couldn’t say anything. I ran to catch the train to school, my bundle under one arm, cardboard gas mask container bumping against my hip, tears running down my face, and thinking how sorry mum would be if she never saw me again.’


Some parents could not bring themselves to tell their children that they were being evacuated or for how long they might be away – though they had no idea themselves anyway – and the sense of apparent parental betrayal could run deep. Marjorie Lamb, who was five when she was evacuated with her school from Liverpool to Harlech in North Wales, was disturbed to notice that her father had tears in his eyes when he went off to work that morning. She had no idea why, since she assumed when she saw she was to travel on a yellow bus that she was going to visit an aunt. But when no aunt materialised to greet her at the end of her journey, ‘the idea began to dawn that for some reason my mother had sent me away. Why the conspiracy of silence . . . I will never understand. Perhaps it might not have been so bad if someone had just explained to us what was going on. Why had we been sent away, we were so young?’


Other mothers, unable to face the truth, lied, telling their children they were off to the seaside for ‘a bit of a holiday’. This appealed mightily to Reginald Baker, who had only had one holiday from Bethnal Green in his young life, and that had been a day in Southend when his father had spent nearly all the time in the pub, as usual, ‘with the children sitting outside eating arrowroot biscuits and drinking lemonade’.


‘It is now an interesting thought,’ reflected Eileen Donald, many years later, ‘that I, who as a child had been protected and cared for by my family, should calmly have asked them what I should do if they were killed, and written their instructions down in my diary, so as not to forget, and then gone off quite happily.’


The journalist Collie Knox observed the first day’s evacuation from Paddington station in London, when a total of 9,500 children were moved out of the capital: ‘All day they passed in a continuous stream over the footbridge on to the Main Line platform . . . All day through there came by way of loudspeakers calm voices giving counsel and advice . . . and these voices never tired. The station rang with admonitions such as “Hullo children! Please take your seats quickly. The train leaves in a few minutes. Don’t play with the doors and windows if you don’t mind. Thank you.” ’


It was much the same all over Britain: 40,000 were evacuated from Leeds in under seven hours; over two days nearly the same number were moved away from the Medway ports to other parts of Kent; evacuees from Southampton and Portsmouth were directed to safer areas in Hampshire, Dorset and Wiltshire; some 22,000 went from Birmingham to the Cotswolds and parts of Wales; and over five days 130,000 children, mothers and teachers left Merseyside. Most of the evacuation was completed by 3 September, with no child being lost or seriously injured in transit (if slamming fingers in train doors does not qualify), and this all took place as troops were being called up and crammed into trains bound for camps and barracks.


In order to reduce the load on the railway service where possible, evacuees were taken by sea: around 23,500 people, mostly children, were taken on boats – many of which would be deployed the next summer in evacuating British and French soldiers from the beaches of Dunkirk – from London down the Thames and then round the coast to various destinations in Suffolk and Norfolk. Betty Jones was nearly ten when she was evacuated: ‘We were put on a bus to Tilbury Riverside Station when we embarked on a Thames pleasure steamer . . . I remember sitting on deck sniffing a lemon. Mum said this stopped you feeling sick. After a trip of about four to five hours, we landed at Yarmouth.’


Many trains were delayed, diverted and shunted into sidings, and two-hour journeys sometimes took six or more. A teacher evacuated from Glasgow found it ‘the most depressing, deplorable and disgusting journey I have had the misfortune to take. The train took twelve and a half hours to reach Aberdeen. Half hours and hours were spent in railway sidings until the line was clear. The journey was a positive nightmare, increased by the darkness of the train (lit by blue lights) and the wretched rainstorm that greeted our arrival at the station. The evacuees were famished when they arrived having had no food for twelve hours.’ It was an exhausting day for all the children, most of whom had been up since daybreak. They were hot since they were often wearing heavy coats or were togged up in all the clothes they possessed, hungry, thirsty, bored and apprehensive. For many the ‘adventure’ had already begun to pall and they wanted to go home again. But the worst privation was the lack of lavatories: 400 mothers and children were despatched the 120 miles from Liverpool to Pwllheli in a corridorless train; while children from West Ham in London’s East End were finally decanted at Wantage in Berkshire when it was realised that it was idiocy to imagine they could travel all the way to Somerset without requiring a lavatory – and that is where they stayed. But it was not a long journey for all: Eileen Donald was sixteen when she was evacuated from Wandsworth in southwest London. ‘Once on the train, we settled down to a long journey. Windsor Castle loomed up, and we waved goodbye to it because we thought that we should not see it for a long time. To our astonishment, the train stopped. Windsor was the end of the journey.’ Eileen was ‘whisked off on a bus’ to Eton where she and two friends were billeted with two Eton masters.


The press portrayed the children’s arrival at their destination (or rather a destination) as a triumph: it ‘was carried out with the same efficiency that characterised the departure . . . For all but a few it was an enthralling but happy adventure, and homesickness and shyness quickly fled at the sight of new faces, new surroundings and new playmates . . .’ The reality was rather different. When they finally arrived at their destinations, the children tumbled on to the station platforms weary, dirty, hungry and frequently tearful and uncooperative. ‘It was not,’ in the understated words of Richard Titmuss, ‘a good start. Town and country met each other in a critical mood.’


The plan was that schoolchildren, mothers and mothers-to-be should be billeted with families in private homes. Camps did not seem the answer for young children for a protracted period; it was believed that there was not time to build them, and again, as usual, there was the question of cost when money was being spent on a host of other wartime necessities. It was also anticipated that the hosts with whom schoolchildren were billeted would act in loco parentis in caring for the evacuees, so that their teachers would not have twenty-four-hour responsibility for their charges.


In the months before war was declared, officials from the Ministry of Health had gone out to talk to local authorities about the evacuation scheme. They included only four women, and this, as Titmuss suggests, ‘may have contributed to the failure to foresee conditions in which the mothers and children would arrive, and the kind of services they would require’. The appointment of billeting officers, whose task it was to arrange accommodation for the evacuees, was indicative of this lack of comprehension in high places about what the evacuation of hundreds of thousands of inner-city children and thousands of mothers would mean. Their duties were envisaged as being temporary, concerned with receiving evacuees, slotting them into accommodation, and then their task would be over. The officers were usually employees of district councils, librarians maybe, or sanitary inspectors; they rarely had any qualifications for what was manifestly sensitive social work, though many were kindly and well meaning. And they were volunteers, expected to be needed in the emergency and then to fade away. In fact, of course, the arrival of evacuees in the countryside was often the start of a war-long commitment dealing with a spectrum of problems: from such routine administrative tasks as handling forms, keeping a file on each evacuee in the area, auditing the money paid to householders through the Post Office, and dealing with supplies such as blankets, clothes and shoes, through to the fraught responsibility of dealing with householders who wanted to get rid of their evacuees, and those evacuees who were unhappy with their billet, or wanted to go home. Since a billeting officer usually lived in the very communities in which he or she was having to persuade their neighbours to take, or retain, evacuees, they could be very susceptible to pressure.


‘No one knows exactly the rights and powers of the billeting officers,’ explained Renée Humphries, a writer living in Burford in Oxfordshire. ‘And no one challenges them because they seem to be exercised more rigorously on poor people than on rich, and as the poor people are often the tenants or employees of the billeting officer, they do not like to protest . . . I do not think all the ill feeling is the fault of the billeting officer entirely as they are faced with the job of getting a quart into a pint pot, and are so overworked that they have little time and chance to be tactful and find out rights and wrongs.’ It was soon obvious that this amateur goodwill exercise had to be professionalised, with the chief billeting officer post converted to one of a full-time salaried employee of the local authority, supported often by a network of voluntary helpers.


The shortfall of expected evacuees, and the consequent confusion at the despatching stations, meant that numbers of reception committees were not confronted with the refugees they had been expecting. Mothers and babies bound for Tring in Hertfordshire arrived at Woodcote in Oxfordshire, to the surprise of the reception committee who had been expecting schoolchildren; at Charlbury, also in Oxfordshire, helpers awaiting 113 London schoolchildren and teachers were informed that three busloads of pregnant women were on their way and had to send loudspeaker vans around the streets appealing for additional accommodation. Anglesey had been expecting children from two secondary schools, and 625 elementary school pupils. What they got was 2,468 elementary pupils; and within a few days 4,000-odd schoolchildren, 300 teachers and helpers, and 413 mothers with 667 young children had descended on the Welsh island as well as ‘an unknown number of adults outside the government scheme’, while Pwllheli, which had not been scheduled to have any evacuees at all, received a message on 2 September that 890 mothers and pre-schoolchildren were on their way from Liverpool – though eventually only 492 arrived.


The allocation of billets seems to have been a mixture of haphazard allocation or householders choosing for themselves whom they wanted. Wartime ‘foster parents’, who had been recruited in a hurry with often the most cursory of checks on their suitability to provide a home for young children, strolled round the reception area making their selection, and within a manner of minutes the paperwork would be complete and a five-year-old child would have set off into the night clutching the hand of a total stranger. Susan Waters, a twenty-one-year-old schoolteacher who had travelled with her infants’ school to Bedford, was appalled when, after a further bus journey, the party arrived at the village where they were to settle. ‘The scene that ensued [on the village green] was more like a . . . slave market than anything else. The prospective foster mothers, who should not have been allowed on to the field at all, just invaded us and walked about picking out what they considered to be the most presentable specimens and then harassed the billeting officer for the registration slips which were essential if they were to get the necessary cash for food and lodging from the government.’ Bill Wilkinson’s experience on the Isle of Anglesey was that ‘all the girls got sorted first – then it was the boys’ turn but it was done in alphabetical order so of course we were at the end. It got down to the “W’s” and I started to cry – there were only a few of us left – an odd “Y” or two – all the others had been collected – some by horse and cart and a few by car. There didn’t seem to be anyone left to take us. My brother said “Never mind – they might send us home”. But then someone came and took our cases and we only had to walk round the corner to our billet . . . a house belonging to a local headmaster.’


It seemed ‘like the middle of the night and far from home’ when Charles Crebbin arrived in a village in North Wales. ‘We must have been tired and filthy and it felt, in that church hall where we were assembled, as though we were up for auction – and as adults came along and selected children here and there, it felt to those who were left to last (I was one of them!) that no one wanted us. We heard adults asking for “a little girl” or a “brother and sister” etc. – but no one seemed to ask for a lone little boy of six wearing glasses.’ Others spoke of ‘feeling like puppies in a pet shop’, of ‘being paraded round a ring while people made their selection’, or of ‘being picked out like sweets in Woolworths’. A woman who was evacuated from Merseyside remembers being ‘herded like cattle round the streets of Oswestry, officials knocking on the doors of those who had put their names down as wanting evacuees. That person came out of his/her house and chose whom they liked the look of. It was total chaos . . . some children were still being walked round the streets at midnight!’


In agricultural counties, the boys were often chosen first. When a party of Glasgow evacuees arrived in a Perthshire village, a ‘burly man of the soil call[ed] out that he wanted six boys! He chose the six biggest lads he could find among us. I expect he found plenty for them to do on his farm.’ One boy was not chosen ‘because I didn’t look strong enough to help with the harvest’. Others were selected for the most capricious of reasons. ‘When we had tea,’ a Liverpool girl ‘learnt why I had been chosen [the little girl of the household had been allowed to make the selection]. I was the only one with long hair! Very few girls had long hair in those days.’


‘You are not to get separated’ and ‘You must stay with your sister and look after her’ were many mothers’ parting injunctions to their children, and this made it more difficult to get placed, particularly if there were several siblings who refused to be parted from one another. Dorothy Wharton’s mother’s last words to her three children had been ‘ “Stick together” but no one wanted me because I was too small to work on a farm. We got a few knock backs because my sister insisted that we must all stay together. Eventually a little man called Mr Edwards agreed that he’d take all three of us.’


Bernard and Rose Kops were doubly disadvantaged in the selection stakes: ‘nearly thirteen years old, when I should have been studying for my Bar Mitzvah, I found myself in Buckinghamshire in a church hall at that. A picture of Christ on the wall, and my younger sister sitting beside me hiding her eyes . . . So there we were, September 1 1939, Friday night, when we should have been having lockshen soup, waiting to be billeted on a family who wanted us about as much as we wanted them. But later we really did want them because, owing to the fact that my sister and I wouldn’t be separated, the billeting officer had a very hard time trying to get us off his hands. We were the last ones left in that church hall. “But you won’t be separated – you’ll be awfully near each other. Denham’s [in Buckinghamshire] such a small place.” Rose shook her head about twenty times and clutched me tighter. “No,” she replied, “I promised my mum.”


‘Near to midnight the billeting officer was getting quite desperate. Then he drove us around in a car from house to house trying to sell us. His desperation must have eventually made him a better salesman because a young woman and an old woman, standing at the door, nodded their heads up and down. We were in.’ The family the Kops children stayed with was kind to them and was to give them a wonderful Christmas even though the children insisted ‘it’s not our festival’. When Bernard told them about his family in Amsterdam, and pronounced ‘ “To be Jewish is to be persecuted,” Mrs Thompson sliced a tomato and put some salt on it. “Don’t you worry your head about that.” ’ But there was a strong current of anti-Semitism in Britain that went far beyond the fascist right – and children were by no means immune from it. A survey in the 1930s had estimated that as many as three-quarters of the British population harboured unfavourable attitudes towards Jews. Many of the poorer areas of cities were populated by a high proportion of Jews, some recent immigrants, many long-established residents. In rural areas, where most families had lived for generations, any newcomer would seem strange and potentially unwelcome. Jewish evacuees seemed particularly exotic, un-English – and in some cases not to be tolerated. No one in the small coalmining village in South Wales to which the poet-to-be Ruth Fainlight was evacuated from north London ‘seemed to have met or had contact with a Jewish person before. We were told we could not possibly be Jews: it was as if it were a delusion we were suffering from and of which, in natural kindness and humanity, we should be cured. When we joined in with Christmas festivities, received presents from friends and relations, and put up paper chains, that seemed to invalidate our strange claim.’


Few guidelines were given to billeting families about Jewish dietary requirements and practices of religious observation. Children arrived at their billets to be met in some cases with ham omelettes or bacon and eggs, and were required the next day, a Saturday, to run errands for their hosts in contravention of the protocols of the Jewish Sabbath. Some evacuees were even taunted as ‘dirty Jews’ and little was done initially to provide opportunities for worship.


Lily Mitchell, evacuated from north London to Wales where she was billeted with a staunch Baptist, Mrs Jenkins, was determined that her observant father would not find out that she was obliged to attend chapel every Sunday. ‘I certainly wasn’t going to tell him.’ A number of other Jewish children who were kindly treated in other respects grew stoical about the bacon and sausages they were served, and the lack of opportunities for observance; they became ‘assimilated’, but at a cost to their religious and cultural integrity.


Catholic children could suffer similar difficulties: a majority of Merseyside evacuees were Roman Catholics and they were sent to Nonconformist Welsh villages, while many Glasgow Catholic children found themselves in strict Presbyterian homes in the west of Scotland. Both sometimes encountered lack of understanding and were refused permission to go to Mass or observe fasts, and in some cases were obliged to attend chapel or church on a Sunday since they were too young to be left behind alone. The strict observation of the Sabbath by chapel-goers was hard too: ‘on Sundays we either went to church or chapel, nothing else was debated. The good book was all that we could read on the Sabbath, certainly no Beanos or Dandys. A game of cards? Heaven forbid!’ Such practices increased the children’s sense of isolation and distance from their families and their former lives, and it distressed parents: their children were not only far away from home in uncertain times, but the beliefs in which they had been raised were being undermined – they were indeed living beyond a state of grace. One Liverpool priest even urged parents to bring their children home, alleging that ‘the physical danger they might incur in Liverpool was trifling when compared to the spiritual danger they incurred by remaining’.


Education was the first casualty of war for many children whose schooling suffered whether they were evacuated or stayed behind. When they arrived in the evacuation areas a number of school parties were broken up and scattered over a wide area, in many cases miles from anywhere that was suitable to serve as a school. The pupils of the Mary Datchelor Girls’ School, evacuated from Camberwell in south London to Kent, were taken to seven different villages. Their headmistress drove frantically around the area over the next ten days and finally managed to round up more than half of her 438 pupils, but the rest remained dispersed. Some schools, like an infants’ school from Plumstead in south-east London, which was evacuated to Maidstone in Kent, was never able to function properly. The children were dispiritedly moved from village to hamlet to more remote hamlet in search of suitable school accommodation and acceptable billets throughout the autumn and winter, finally giving up and returning to London in January 1940.


When the evacuated schools did remain intact, the hastily acquired premises – such as church halls, vacant shops, above the British Legion club – were often unsuitable for educational activities, and had the added disadvantage that they kept the incomers separate from the local children, which often increased resentment and rivalries. Some evacuees were never accepted into the local community; they were isolated and, even after three years in the same village, felt like strangers, while some country children felt envious of the incomers. ‘They got all the fun . . . Evacuation got nothin’ to do with bombs . . . it’s to do with parties an’ new clothes an’ tins of sweets an’ things,’ expostulates a character in Richmal Crompton’s story of William and the Evacuees, when William and his village cronies decide to get themselves ‘vacuated too’ to a big house so they too can enjoy the imagined munificence bestowed on the city children.


In other instances the evacuees were moved in with the pupils of the local school regardless of the space, staff and resources available, and often with scant notice. A school in a small Berkshire village which usually had around a hundred pupils had to cram three children into desks made for two when fifty-seven children from an LCC school arrived; in West Sussex fifty evacuees were sent to a school which had space and resources for only the existing twenty pupils; and in another Sussex village ninety children arrived at a primary school where just two teachers taught everyone from five to fourteen in two small classrooms. When Upton Cross Junior School in London’s West Ham first arrived at a school in Buckinghamshire, the pupils had to be educated on a shift system, with local children attending school from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m., and the evacuees from 1.30 p.m. until 4 p.m., and this early example of hot desking was by no means a unique solution to the problem of acute overcrowding.


Since nearly 1.5 million people were evacuated under the government scheme in September 1939, there could never be a single narrative of this – or subsequent – evacuations: the situations the children left behind, and those they encountered when they arrived in the country (or in some cases outer suburbs), ran the gamut of possibilities. But for all those involved – and observers and commentators too – evacuation proved a revelation. It was a chance for one half of the nation to see how the other half lived – and for those who didn’t see, to draw rapid conclusions from largely anecdotal evidence. In the absence of much other war news on the Home Front in the autumn of 1939, evacuation stories dominated the newspapers.


In January 1933, at the worst of the slump, there were 2.9 million officially unemployed in the United Kingdom (including Northern Ireland), though the real number was undoubtedly much higher. Over 1 million were in receipt of poor relief. By the outbreak of war there were still just under 1.5 million officially out of work, and again this was an underestimate. Liverpool, Glasgow, Belfast and London were among the many cities where poverty was endemic among a considerable sector of the population. In such places there was simply no money to clothe children properly – boots and shoes were a particular problem – and often the housing in which poor families lived was grievously sub-standard.


Patrick Dollan, the socialist Lord Provost of Glasgow, reprimanded those who were unsympathetic to the plight of his city’s evacuees – and others like them. ‘Those children may not have reached aristocratic standards of hygiene, but are more deserving of sympathy than censure. They come from houses that have been denied the amenities of modern civilisation, and are victims of an environment that would have been impossible if in bygone years men had thought more of homes and families than of profits and dividends.’


Yet although the children who were evacuated under the government schemes came disproportionately from among Britain’s most impoverished families, the impression of hordes of uncared-for urchins is grossly misleading. A teacher working ‘in one of the poorer districts . . . was surprised at the thoroughness most of the mothers had displayed in equipping their children . . . about half of the twenty had brand-new pyjamas, new soap, new toothbrushes, new plimsolls, new shirts for the boys and new knickers for the girls. A teacher told me that one of the mothers would be paying for her children’s new clothes till Christmas.’ And tellingly, when Mass-Observation – an organisation that had been set up in 1937 by a poet, a film-maker and an anthropologist to ‘sound the English unconscious’ and was to prove invaluable in wartime in surveying public opinion and reporting on morale – asked their observers in reception areas in November to find out what were the ‘main problems between evacuees and hosts’, while 27 per cent complained about ‘dirty, diseased or ill-mannered children’, 20 per cent admitted it was the ‘strain of having strangers in the house’.


A schoolteacher evacuated to Brighton found, ‘The rumours of lousy, dirty, ill-behaved children bandied about Brighton were exasperating. We knew that 90 per cent of the children were well behaved and happy. But the only stories regaled to me were of the horrors of the wild London children.’ Margaret Cassidy, who was evacuated from Glasgow to the village of Dunning in Perthshire, pointed out that the type of children ‘who have gone on record as the typical Glasgow evacuee . . . came from . . . a slum clearance area . . . [but that she and her two sisters came from an area of mixed council and private letting houses] and all evacuees were not germ-ridden, poverty-stricken, illiterate, unused to comfort, as the picture has been painted of them.’ A seventeen-year-old girl, evacuated to a unnamed town about thirty miles from London, complained that ‘a great deal of publicity has been given to the hosts burdened with dirty, verminous evacuees, but none, or very little, to cases where well-brought-up, middle-class girls and boys have been billeted in poor, dirty houses where they have to do any housework that gets done’. Yet the image of the evacuee that generated most publicity was that of slum urchins, ‘half-fed, half-clothed, less than half-taught, complete strangers to the most elementary discipline and the ordinary decencies of a civilised home’, an example of poverty ‘quite unknown to the ordinary citizen’ being dumped on the doorsteps of a worthy rural population.


Welsh local authorities spoke of ‘children in rags’ arriving from Liverpool in a state that ‘baffles description’ with no change of clothes and wearing garments so filthy that they had to be burned – and indeed some small children were stitched into their winter apparel of calico or brown paper which, in normal times, would not have been scissored off until the spring. Shoes were a particular source of criticism: Liverpool became known as ‘plimsoll city’ for the almost universal footwear of its children, and what might have been just about acceptable for city pavements proved entirely inadequate for the mud of the countryside. Many country hosts were shocked to find their small billetees had no nightwear and, according to a Ministry of Health report, ‘many Manchester and Liverpool little girls have never worn knickers, a fact that distresses and horrifies foster parents’. Reginald Baker, from Bethnal Green in London’s East End, recalls that he ‘never had any underwear as a child. I didn’t get a pair of underpants until I was eleven or twelve at least.’ In many cases foster parents found themselves having to equip the evacuees with what they considered to be the basic minimum clothing out of their own pockets. The Ministry of Health, galvanised by complaints, broadcast an appeal for second-hand clothing on 8 September, and many organisations, including the National Union of Teachers and voluntary bodies, US citizens and an Indian maharaja helped with donations of clothes and money throughout the war.


Then there were the lice. Reports flooded in of ‘scenes of horror in the village street’ as the heads of a number of children were seen to be ‘literally crawling with nits’ while others were covered in patches of ringworm or had impetigo all over their bodies – a much more serious condition than the much shuddered over but relatively easily treatable nit infestation, but all were regarded as manifestations of dirt and neglect. The most notorious example was at Bridgenorth in Shropshire, where an estimated 70 per cent of the evacuees the town received were reputed to be harbouring vermin on their persons. A Women’s Institute survey reported that as many as 45 per cent of all children evacuated from metropolitan boroughs were vermin-ridden, and from Merseyside the proportion was reported to be high too, between 22 and 50 per cent. This evidence was gleefully seized on by some – most vociferously the Malton and Thirsk Conservative Association – as evidence not only of the fecklessness of the evacuees’ parents, but also that funds spent on social services had obviously been a compete waste of public money. Evacuating authorities, however, refuted the figures as being grossly exaggerated. The LCC, for example, insisted that only 10 per cent of London evacuees were verminous – though later investigations showed this to be a conservative estimate. Clearly nits were no longer just a persistent itch on the unfortunate host’s head but had become a site of political and social contestation, a reproach to urban living conditions and school medical services.


The Minister of Health had assured the House of Commons when the question of evacuation had been discussed in early March 1939 that all evacuees were children who were ‘subject to regular examinations . . . [they] are not scrofulous and verminous children . . . they are the bud of the nation’. When this proved not to be entirely the case, the reason given for the high rate of infestation was that the children sent out to the country had not had regular medical examinations: evacuation had come at the end of the summer holidays and so pupils had not been seen been seen by ‘nitty Nora’ the nurse, or any other medical authorities for several weeks. Presumably such inspections could have taken place at the same time as the evacuation exercises were rehearsed in schools, or on arrival in the reception centres, but in both cases officials had more pressing concerns. But the omission led to difficulties and in some cases cruelty. In one Scottish town, the Medical Officer of Health ordered that all the evacuees should have their heads shorn without any consultation with the child or young person – and in many places children were stigmatised for their condition. But in fact the problem was not necessarily caused by the wartime conditions. In 1938 a Liverpool survey had found that more than 20 per cent of the city’s schoolchildren were verminous. The ineffectiveness of the school medical system, as of many aspects of social welfare provision for the poor, became increasingly apparent when it was subjected to the scrutiny of the evacuation experience.


There was also the problem of bed-wetting, forcing an unwelcome chore on the housewife who had to wash piles of sheets every morning – invariably by hand in the 1930s and 1940s – and this lapse was frequently blamed on lax parental training, rather than the psychological trauma of evacuation and separation, which certainly must have accounted for many of the cases. Behaviour and manners were often found seriously at fault too: there were numerous reports of children who crammed food into their mouths with their hands and seemed never to have seen a fork; who refused to sit at the table to eat, so used were they to consuming food on the wing; chips, bread and jam and tea – even beer – was the only sustenance numbers of children were reported to be used to; and green vegetables and milk were regarded with great suspicion. The language issuing from many infant mouths – ‘bloody’ and ‘bugger’ peppering every sentence – was deemed offensive and corrupting of rural children. There were stories of children who defecated on the carpet, who refused to sleep in a bed since a bed was where the dead were laid out, who wilfully broke treasured possessions, who thieved money and tormented younger children and animals.


There was evidence that a number of these stories had a kernel of truth, and that there were a few deeply anti-social and disturbed children, but that many reports were greatly exaggerated, generalised or contradictory. Psychological understanding of the effects of separation on young children was heartbreakingly limited, with stories of children regularly caned or beaten with a leather strap for bed-wetting, being humiliated by having their faces rubbed by wet sheets, seven-year-olds being made to wash their soiled sheets and pyjamas themselves or do onerous chores as ‘punishment’, and even a report of a Liverpool child who was chained up in an outside dog kennel and left there all night when she wet the bed. But anti-social behaviour was by no means confined to the evacuees. Stories of piles of urine-soaked mattresses having been burned by harassed billeting officers came to be counterpoised with evidence that hosts sometimes invented bed-wetting cases in order to claim the 3s 6d allowance for extra laundry costs. In Llantrisant in Wales, the total of such allowances paid out rose from £43 in 1940–41 to a staggering £350 in 1941–42, until there was an official investigation, after which the reported cases declined dramatically. Special clinics were set up to deal with persistent bed-wetters, but few had trained psychologists working with them, and a Liverpool observer wrote that ‘a visit to one . . . gave the feeling that we still live in the Middle Ages. In this clinic, the children were treated as little criminals, and threat and punishment were the means of teaching them clean habits. The result can easily be imagined: no progress was made at all.’


Simple practical measures could have helped: during 1940 and 1941 when children were again being evacuated, the government ensured a more effective distribution of rubber sheeting; extra payments were made to those who housed persistent bed-wetters; children with enuresis had this coded information printed on to the labels they wore, so that the reception authorities had advance warning; and gradually hostels were set up for the most disturbed and disruptive children. Systematic medical inspections were introduced and, in subsequent evacuations, local authorities were issued with such useful publications as The Louse and How to Deal With It.


Evacuation was a gift to the social scientist, the policy-maker and the psychologist. It offered unique, near-laboratory conditions to isolate and study the effects of poverty, separation, child development, education, class and culture in a huge cohort. Starting in 1940, there were at least 230 surveys of evacuation undertaken by university departments, voluntary organisations, Mass-Observation, ‘concerned parties’ and even individuals. Some of the conclusions would inform subsequent evacuation initiatives, and some would contribute towards the planning of the post-war world. Some findings confirmed what the researchers had suspected all along. Occasionally there were unexpected insights. But what most found was that evacuation offered an opportunity for redemption and social experiment. There were members of the public who felt this strongly too. The journalist F. Tennyson Jesse had been a war correspondent for the Daily Mail in the First World War; as a journalist and criminologist, she had ‘attended many trials at the Central Criminal Court’ and considered herself well placed to pronounce on such matters. ‘These children, of whom country residents so reasonably complain, are bound to grow up . . . into sub human savages, unless we seize the opportunity of saving them . . . war has lifted the flat stone – these disgraces to our educational system have been forced out into the light. Do not let us . . . let them creep back beneath their stone. This is, and I repeat it with every emphasis of passion at my command, an opportunity which, if we miss it, we do not deserve to have given to us again.’ A vicar’s wife and WVS organiser in rural Lincolnshire would have been much happier to exclude mothers from the scheme altogether since so many were of the ‘low slum type . . . Children should be removed from their mothers’ care and put into nursery schools’ while the errant mothers could be sent to camps where they could ‘live dirtily (and happily) together and be a nuisance to no one but themselves’. Others had more ‘progressive’ views. Two women looking after twenty mothers and thirty children in a Devon farmhouse were shocked at how the mothers disciplined their children: ‘If the mothers want their children to behave, they hit them. This was clearly unacceptable: children should be trained not beaten.’


The two-nation divide that evacuation put under the spotlight was not only between the rich and the poor, or, as it had been in Disraeli’s coinage, between the industrial north and the agricultural south: rather, these were fused into an urban/rural dichotomy. The urban poor were seen as different from, inferior to, the country poor. An article in Farmer’s Weekly in October 1939 commented that ‘there is evidently such a difference between town poverty and country poverty . . . I think of the country cottage women living near me who are managing splendidly to bring up their large families on labourer’s wages . . . Poverty in the country hasn’t the same ugly look as in towns.’ But just as rural England was evoked during the war as the authentic England (and it was invariably named as England rather than Britain) that men were fighting to keep free, so the countryside was mobilised to redeem the ‘lost’ children of the industrial towns and cities. Evacuation would give such children the opportunity to flourish in the countryside as they grew berry-brown and rosy-cheeked, they would lose their wily, artificial city ways and embrace the simple, honest values of country folk. The influential report Our Towns, the work of representatives from numerous women’s voluntary groups, published in 1943, put the case. ‘Rural life has advantages of great price: clean air and sleep-giving quiet, ready access to a diet balanced by fruit and vegetables, few temptations to extravagance . . . juxtaposition of the social classes, the force of public opinion in small communities, the influence of tradition and the extraordinary interest, discipline and emotional enrichment of tending growing things which brings an element of personal responsibility and creativeness to the humblest lives.’


While many city children complained of the countryside being dull, with nothing to do and nowhere to go, and city teachers fretted about the lack of science facilities in rural schools, the shortage of books and the difficulties of preparing their pupils for examinations, the proselytisers of country values pointed out the ‘true’ education to be had in the fields and hedgerows, observing nature at first hand rather than mediated by mere ‘book learning’. Yet while country people were confident that with all that fresh air and good country food the townies had ‘grown in stature, increased in weight and there is a marked difference in their nervous condition’, surveys conducted in 1940 showed no appreciable difference in the growth rate of evacuated LCC children as compared with an equivalent group of children in 1938.


Indeed, a simple picture of a deprived urban working class confronting a comfortable rural middle class is misleading. In general, it would seem that while middle-class families were more likely to have the surplus accommodation for evacuees, they were less likely to be prepared to take them. It would be reasonable to expect the upper echelons of society to find such an invasion rather less of a burden, staffed as they still were in 1939 with cooks and nannies and maids. However, Wootton Basset and Cricklade Rural District Council in Wiltshire wrote to the Ministry of Health reporting that some householders in their area would be unable to take evacuees since ‘the servant problem in large houses is so acute that it would be unfair to billet children on the owners’. And well-to-do families in Surrey reported ‘disgruntled butlers’, maids ‘that gave notice after the first week because of the extra work’ and the intelligence that ‘if you tell a prospective cook, when interviewing her, that you have six evacuees, most likely she will turn the place down at once’.


A WVS regional organiser found ‘over and over again that it really is the poor people who are willing to take evacuees and that the sort of bridge-playing set who live in such places as Chorley Wood are terribly difficult about it all.’ ‘It’s always the same, the poor helping the poor. There’s overcrowding in every small house, and the rich still go their comfortable ways,’ complained a Salisbury resident. While Mrs Miles’ comfortably off neighbours in Surrey complained about the imposition, her charwoman, ‘whose one sitting room is about the size of a pocket handkerchief . . . was nearly out of her mind with excitement and joy . . . “I’m having two girls, poor kiddies. Could I rest when I have a spare room and I thought of them wanting a shelter!” ’ Even Lady Reading, founder and chairman of the WVS, who had at one time thought evacuees would be ‘quite happy’ billeted in barns and garages, came round to the view that ‘Evacuation had been a terrible fiasco . . . not nearly enough use was made of the big houses of England.’




Although there were examples cited of contented pairings between evacuees and the comfortably off, the arrangement by which evacuees stayed with less well-off families seems generally to have worked rather better with fewer illusions on either side. And the money helped: in 1939 householders received 10s 6d if they had one child billeted with them and 8s 6d for each child if they had more than one. This was intended to cover ‘full board and all the care that would be given to a child in their own home’. But the issue about money was not a simple matter of cost analysis: it was also about value, about the recognition women deserved for war work if it was something they were doing round the clock in their own homes, rather than in the services or munitions factories. An article in the Women’s Institute’s magazine, Home and Country, argued that because housework ‘brings in no money, it also brings very little understanding and respect, so little indeed that the planners of the evacuation scheme could – and did – calmly assume that the housewife need not be paid anything for the time, energy, labour and skill spent in cooking, washing, ironing, mending and “minding” and doing housework for three or four extra children. They did not ask school buses to run free services with unpaid drivers; or farmers to charge nothing for milk and vegetables, or cobblers not to send in accounts for mending evacuated children’s shoes. Housewives playing their part (mostly with affection and efficiency) nevertheless asked themselves – and the billeting officer – the reason why they alone should be forced to work without pay. But answer came there none.’


For an agricultural labourer earning thirty shillings a week and with a family to keep, the money for taking in evacuees could be a significant boost to the family income. Unemployment had not only affected the manufacturing cities that the evacuees left. There was poverty in some of the reception areas too. In Wales the depression of the 1930s had hit coal- and slate-mining and other Welsh industries particularly hard and recovery, hampered by poor management–staff and falling export markets, was slow and uncertain. The rural economy had suffered too with falling demand for the staples of Welsh agriculture – wool, mutton, butter and cheese – and as a result the young men had left the mountains and valleys in search of work elsewhere. Many people who remained were elderly – and poor. In 1944 the Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Health spoke of ‘the appalling conditions of rural housing’, and estimated that about 30 per cent of the population of rural England were not connected to mains water supplies. Evacuees from city slums were surprised to find that many of the country billets had no electricity, and two years after the end of the war nearly half of all rural households were still without a bathroom. Aware of the problems of poverty, the government havered about reclaiming the cost of billeting, since they feared this might prove an additional inducement to bring children home, but at the end of October 1939 it was decided that the cost must be recovered ‘from parents in accordance with their ability to pay’.


The real cost of each child’s board and lodging was reckoned to be around nine shillings, but the government proposed to reclaim six shillings per child from its parents – though those who could afford the full nine shillings were invited to do so. Those on unemployment pay or poor relief were not expected to pay anything, while parents on low incomes were means-tested to determine what they could pay. This proved an immensely burdensome and expensive scheme to operate, and it is doubtful whether it eventually did much more than cover its costs. By the end of that year the average amount collected for each child was 2s 3d and a quarter of parents of schoolchildren were unable to make any contribution at all.


The view of society that went with a particular political inclination explained some of the tensions. In general, reception areas returned Conservative or Liberal MPs, while those sending evacuees were in the constituencies of Labour members, and each vigorously defended its particular interests. A few evacuees already had political affiliations that again were reinforced – or tested – by the experience of evacuation. Seventeen-year-old Doreen Mainwaring was a member of the Young Communist League in south London when she was evacuated with her younger sister Sheila to Deal in Kent. Her mother Dorothy wrote in despair: ‘the children were evacuated last Friday . . . they were sent to the rectory. I don’t suppose there would be a Young Communist in a million among school children, yet that one, Doreen, has to be sent to the rectory. However I have just had a short letter to say they are being moved as it is too much for the rector’s wife . . . she has taken in four children and has four children of her own and keeps a maid who is working from morning to night. Doreen says “I am just waiting to find out what [the maid] is paid”. Of course you can see why she is being moved, can’t you? . . . On the first Sunday they were there the rector’s wife said they had to go to church and Doreen refused to go. That did it.’


In Wales, language was an issue. In response to offers from various South American countries on the outbreak of war, the Foreign Office had decreed that the large-scale evacuation of children was to be restricted to English-speaking countries only, yet in rural parts of North Wales there were villages where almost half the population spoke only Welsh. Although the evacuees were usually taught in separate classes by teachers from home, there were difficulties when a small number of children had to be absorbed into a primary school where Welsh was the first language. And communication between Welsh and English children playing together was hard until the evacuees began to pick up at least colloquial Welsh. Elsa Chatterton, who was evacuated from Merseyside to Llanfrothen, ‘went to the village school where we were taught by our own teachers . . . but once a week the local headmaster taught us Welsh. We learnt to count to ten, say the Lord’s Prayer and sing “Jesus Loves Me” . . . On the way home we were taught in our innocence some different Welsh by a local teenager. When Mrs Williams-Ellis discovered what we had learnt she told us not to walk home with Owen any more!’


The protection of the Welsh language had been one of the reasons given by Welsh Nationalists for their objection to English evacuation to their country – treating Wales as an English ‘reception area’. In January 1939 J. E. Jones, the Organising Secretary of the Welsh Nationalist Party (Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru), declared that ‘the indiscriminate transfer of English people into Wales will place the Welsh language and even the very existence of the Welsh nation in jeopardy . . . If England cannot make its emergency plans without imperilling the life of our little nation let England renounce war and grant us self-government.’ This was to prove a minority view and the majority acceptance, if not always welcome, of the evacuees held sway, but it raised uncomfortable questions that were to echo in other ways, in other arenas, throughout the war: whose war was it? In whose interest was it being fought? And what exactly were its aims?


Tensions were sharpened by the question of what the evacuees had, in the event, been evacuated from, since no bombs had rained down to destroy the homes they had left behind, no fires consumed the tenements they had vacated, no palls of poison gas drifted through the mean streets they had roamed. Why were rural householders put to this inconvenience when it no longer seemed a heroic act of shelter and self-sacrifice in desperate times?


Throughout September and October 1939, billeting officers all over the country were overwhelmed with requests from householders to remove their evacuees. The chief billeting officer for Windsor reported having seventy complainants calling on him each day in the first few weeks of evacuation; within the first three months of the war, his counterpart at Maidenhead in Berkshire had been obliged to arrange 750 transfers; and in London the LCC’s Education Officer, E. M. Rich, had a nervous breakdown through overwork occasioned by the seemingly endless queues of people who snaked along every corridor in County Hall seeking redress for their grievances about evacuation arrangements. Billeting tribunals were established, again staffed by volunteers, and accepted arguments against having evacuees for such reasons as long-term illness (indeed, any doctor’s certificate seemed to count as decisive), that the household was already housing additional relatives, or a householder was engaged in essential war work. The editor of the Cornish St Ives Times was barbed in his comments on those who offered excuses for not taking in evacuees in the picturesque seaside town. ‘I gather that those who have the task of finding volunteers to house these children have had no light job. A number of people who a short while ago were moaning that they had no seasonal bookings this year were apparently full up immediately the question of evacuees arose. Perhaps we are to have a season after all. I hear that the numbers of people who have developed heart trouble and kindred ailments this week is staggering. I suppose we must expect to see these poor souls wheeled along the Wharf Road in bath chairs.’


Recourse to legal proceedings was invoked only in the most blatant or intransigent cases of non-cooperation. In the comparatively rare instances where those who refused to take in evacuees were taken to court, the charges were often rejected, or the fines paltry.


With parents far away and hosts sometimes hostile and uncomprehending, teachers had a pivotal role to play in the success of the evacuation scheme. Their days grew long as they attempted to mediate difficult cases of children who were unhappy with the homes where they had been placed, and hosts who had been landed with difficult children, while having to reassure parents back home that all was well. Children, particularly primary-school-age children, were dependent on their teachers as the only familiar adults in a newly configured and strange wartime world. Where there was resentment at the imposition of evacuees – and there was usually some – teachers devised out-of-school activities to try to relieve the burden on the host families and ensure that the children had as constructive and contented a time as possible. Miss Hoyle, the headmistress of Albany Road, a mixed infant and junior school in Camberwell, south London, which was evacuated to Weymouth, was one of the those who were indefatigable in trying to make evacuation a happy experience for the children – in her care arranging new billets if things did not seem to be working out, setting up a consultative committee to ensure good relations between evacuated and local schools, feverishly seeking suitable teaching space for her pupils, organising nature walks for the children to get the greatest possible benefit from their seaside surroundings, dealing with cases of infestation with vinegar and special combs, working with the police to improve the loutish behaviour of some evacuees, and even, on occasion, reimbursing shopkeepers out of her own pocket after an outbreak of juvenile kleptomania.


The hardest evacuees to place, however, were not schoolchildren but mothers who had been evacuated with their under-fives. Of the Catholic families evacuated from Clydeside, 56 per cent had four or more children, and finding a householder prepared to accept such a large-scale invasion was a daunting challenge for the billeting officer, since a mother who arrived with small children invariably insisted on having any older children who had been evacuated to the vicinity with their schools living with her. It was partly a simple question of economics and partly lack of clarity over what were not then called domestic boundaries. A householder was paid five shillings a week for each adult woman (with an additional three shillings for each pre-school child). This was for lodging only: the mother was supposed to cover the cost of her own food, presumably with money sent by her husband. There was the traditional conflict between two women sharing a kitchen, and there were inevitable tensions over what a child could or could not do in someone else’s home – a situation easily regarded as ‘interference’ by the mother, and what the host construed as ‘licence’ on the part of the mother.


There were complaints that evacuated mothers were feckless, lazy, dirty and offered no help about the house. The Women’s Institute reported that its members had ‘found it hard to be sympathetic to women who could neither cook, sew nor conform to the ordinary standards of human decency and whose one idea of enjoyment was to visit the public-house or cinema’. For their part, many mothers felt unwelcome – as indeed they were – found the country lonely and boring, and missed their husbands and the often close-knit community they had left behind. They defended their opening-hours occupation of village pubs, pointing out that there was nothing else to do: there were no ‘picture houses’ nearby, a bus might only go into the nearest town twice a week, and there was a limit to how often they could push a pram round and round the village green since some mothers were shooed out of their billets after breakfast and debarred from returning before nightfall. It was mothers such as these who led the swarm back to the cities. By December 1939 nearly 90 per cent of those mothers evacuated in September had returned home.


Expectant mothers who left under the government scheme were relatively few in number – a total of 12,300 in England and 403 in Scotland – but they posed a considerable challenge. Again, plans had been made to transport pregnant women from vulnerable areas and midwives travelled in the trains with them, but few arrangements were in place to receive them. By July 1939, 75 per cent of midwives working in London hospitals had been seconded to casualty work and two-thirds of maternity beds reserved for air-raid victims, but little had been done to compensate for this in the reception areas. The first weeks of the war saw a frantic race to install beds, bathrooms, lavatories, sluices and cooking facilities in such diverse premises as boys’ clubs, local authority offices, Ruskin College, Oxford, stately homes and private houses to cope with childbirth and the needs of infant care.


In medical services, as in most other emergency wartime provision, the question of cost was contentious. Who was to pay for the treatment of evacuees when they fell ill or were injured? The evacuating authority or the reception area? In the case of pregnant women, a Dorset county councillor posed the question succinctly: ‘Who pays for an enjoyed conception in London resulting in an expensive confinement in Dorset?’ The answer in that case, in terms of beds and accommodation, was the Ministry of Health, but new mothers, evacuated away from their extended families, also needed help to care for the new baby and probably other siblings: another unplanned responsibility for the reception area. An unforeseen problem arose when billeting officers reported finding it difficult to place unmarried expectant mothers on ‘moral grounds’ – though there seems no reason why the mother’s circumstances needed to have been revealed. If unwed mothers could not be housed in private accommodation, they were sent to local workhouses where their ‘public assistance’ costs had to be borne by the reception areas. Some reception areas were so determined not to pay for this that in one instance a Somerset Public Assistance Department put two single expectant mothers straight back on the train to London.


For the children’s part, despite the problems, many of them billeted with kind and tolerant foster parents adjusted reasonably well and settled down to enjoy country life, particularly if they had been evacuated with their school and were surrounded by friends and familiar adult faces. Reginald Baker found life in a village outside Bicester in Oxfordshire a pleasant change from the poverty he’d known at home in Bethnal Green, even though the village people were ‘not so much unwelcoming as indifferent to us: we were “townies”, they thought we were coarse and we spoke differently. I can’t ever recall being invited to anyone’s house the whole two years I was there.’ But he was happy with his billet with the village blacksmith and his family. ‘Granny Dorling’ bought him Wellington boots ‘which was generous of her as she only got 8/6d a week for me’. The food was good and plentiful – and they had a tablecloth on the table for every meal, unlike at home where it had been a sheet of newspaper except for the tea after the funeral for Reg’s baby brother, who had died when the gas used for fumigating the rooms above to get rid of vermin seeped through the thin walls of the tenement building. ‘We’d climb trees and dam streams, and paddle and collect frog spawn . . . and soon I looked different, fatter and with rosy cheeks . . . but even then we were always plotting to go home. All the kids were. They missed home even if they’d been beaten at home, and they missed their mums . . . We used to see a lorry coming through the village and it had the words “London Brick” painted on it. In fact the London Brick Company was at Luton, but we didn’t know that and me and Ronnie [Norton who shared the same billet] used to plan all the time how we’d get onto that lorry one day when no one was looking and get taken back to London.’


Some children looked back on the time they were evacuated as the happiest in their lives, but many children missed their homes and families almost unbearably. This was bound to be the case if a child was ill-treated in his or her billet – there were reports of children being boarded with psychopaths, prostitutes, molesters and paedophiles. It has recently been estimated that between 10 and 15 per cent of evacuees were abused physically, sexually or emotionally, and the NSPCC did bring a number of successful prosecutions for cruelty. But others who were not so treated simply found the wrench too great, the standards too different, and either could never conform to new ways of doing things, or felt guilty that they had somehow betrayed their parents if they settled to their new foster family’s ways. Many young children were anxious about those left behind and found it hard to understand why they had been sent away ‘They reason, with some justification, that they can live wherever their mothers live, and that if “home” is as much in danger as all that, their mothers should not be there either.’ Evacuation clearly showed the importance of family ties for the emotional stability of children.


At first there had been no official plans for ensuring that families kept in touch and it was beyond the purse of most working-class city dwellers to travel as far afield as Cornwall or Devon from London, or the Isle of Anglesey from Liverpool, for example, to visit their evacuated children. At the outbreak of war the railway companies had abolished cheap day-return tickets and it was not until November 1939 that some concessionary fares were introduced. Cheap day tickets were available on Sundays to a limited number of stations, none of which was more than 160 miles from London. This meant that some parents, none of whom had had any say in where their children had been evacuated to, had to try to find the money to traverse halfway across the country to see them, while others only had to pay the equivalent of a daily commuter’s fare. A teacher, evacuated with her school to Caernarvon, noted that ‘very few parents [from Merseyside] ever visited their children – in fact the children were ignored until they were fourteen when they could become wage earners’. But this was not a general rule. An Oxford survey found that of the 217 unaccompanied children, nearly 90 per cent received at least one letter a week from home and regular visits from parents, and 97 per cent wanted to go back home after the war. In some parts of Islington, for example, a social worker reported that there was ‘a feeling of reproach if you did not care enough for your child to visit frequently, or even to bring him home [though these children had been evacuated to Cambridge which was not a long journey]. The week-end expeditions became social gatherings and money was often borrowed to meet the fare.’


Some parents made considerable efforts to visit their evacuated children. The father of Ronald Hodgson, who was evacuated from Neasden in north-west London to Kettering in Northamptonshire, worked for the Post Office in London, and as often as he could he would get on his bike and cycle the 70 miles each way to visit his son. Reginald Baker recalls, ‘After a bit, my parents started to come down quite often because my father could work it so he had deliveries to make in the area, and he’d bring my mother. Granny Dorling would sometimes put them up in the spare room . . . I always liked to see them and I liked the 6d my Dad gave me when they came, but they never said to me “You want to come home son?” ’


Despite cheerful stories in local newspapers designed to reassure parents that their children were safe and happy away from home, and that they had done the right thing in signing up to the government scheme, many were anxious not only about how their children were faring, but also had nagging concerns that in those vital years of childhood their progeny would learn alien ways and values that would make it hard for them to adapt when they came home; that over the several years they might be away, the children would form new bonds with their wartime guardians that would erode mother–child ties. A survey of children evacuated from north London found that many parents were critical of the system of billeting their children in private homes, advocating camps and boarding schools that would ensure that the children were treated more equally. This laudable aim may also have hidden anxieties about new attachments to foster parents displacing family bonds.


Many parents who had been prepared to sacrifice their children when it appeared that they were in mortal danger from enemy action decided to bring them home when it was clear that they were not. A survey of the 80 per cent of children evacuated from Islington in north London to Cambridge, who had been brought home in the first six months, found that they had returned either because their parents considered their billets to be unsuitable (dirty was the usual complaint) or because they had been moved too often. It might be for financial reasons – the cost of contributing to the child’s board, lodging and extra clothes was too much of a drain on the family income and the family might have lost certain allowances because the child was away, or the child was fourteen and could leave school, get a job and contribute financially at home or help around the house. A girl of thirteen was brought back to London from Maidenhead because her stepmother ‘had had a baby and I was needed to queue for food’. Or it was a simple question of ‘family ties’ – the child was homesick, or the parents missed the child too much.


These reasons stacked up conclusively when it was the case that the cities were no more perilous than the countryside. A number of schools, finding it impossible to operate on two sites, packed up and came back too, while most schools in the cities remained shut or had been requisitioned for use by the ARP, Auxiliary Fire Service (AFS) or Red Cross, or as decontamination stations or even temporary mortuaries, even though many of their pupils had returned, leaving the children to ‘run wild’ in the streets with no classes to attend. The left-wing journalist, Ritchie Calder, writing in the Daily Herald, named them ‘the Dead End Kids’ of London and the provincial cities, starved of education, numbed through lack of direction, and neglected in health’. Throughout England and Wales it was estimated that by April 1941 around 290,000 children were still not receiving full-time education – though the LCC denied that the figure was as high as this.


The government was alarmed: its policy of dispersal seemed to be in ruins. A propaganda counter-offensive was mounted: advertisements urging ‘Don’t Do it Mother. Leave the Children Where They Are’ showing a shadowy Hitler whispering to a doubtful woman surrounded by her children in the country that she should ‘take them back’ to the city. The Queen was photographed visiting evacuees at a school in Sussex; there was talk of enlisting Boy Scouts, Girl Guides and the Salvation Army to give enthusiastic testimonials to the benefits of evacuation; and the BBC’s gardening guru C. H. Middleton broadcast a homily among his usual offering of horticultural tips, encouraging children to stay in the country for the autumn to plant school gardens for the moral as well as the practical benefits that would accrue from this contact with the soil.


In November 1939 in a speech at the Mansion House in London, Chamberlain insisted that though the expected bombers had not arrived, the danger was by no means past and that children should not be brought back to the cities. As Christmas 1939 loomed, the government recognised that this would be a particularly vulnerable moment with parents pining to reunite their families for the festive season, so a special fund was set up to organise Christmas activities for evacuees in the country. It was no use: by January 1940 it was estimated that some 90,000 evacuees had returned home, 60 per cent of those who had left on the outbreak of war. It would take the decisive argument of the Blitz in the summer of 1940 to make many reconsider. But not all. For them it was a question of ‘once evacuated, twice shy’.
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FIGHTING THE DARKNESS
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It oughtn’t to need a war to make a nation paint its kerbstones white, carry rear-lamps on its bicycles, and give all its slum children a holiday in the country. And it oughtn’t to need a war to make us talk to each other in buses, and invent our own amusements in the evenings, and live simply, and eat sparingly, and recover the use of our legs, and get up early enough to see the sun rise. However, it has needed one: which is about the severest criticism our civilisation could have.


‘MRS MINIVER’, THE TIMES, 25 SEPTEMBER 1939








RIGHT AT THE top of almost everyone’s list of things they hated most about war in the early months came the blackout. In November 1939 the Daily Mail had asked its readers ‘What part of the war do you mind most?’ and to the surprise of a Somerset farmer, ‘Women in Uniform’ came first and ‘ “Blackout” second. Some people simply put “Unity Mitford”. The thing I mind most, which is shortage of animal-feeding stuffs, came sixteenth. “Evacuees” didn’t come as high as I expected.’


The blackout was the most immediate transformation of daily life that war brought. Its imposition on 1 September was evidence as eloquent as the evacuation of children and the call-up of the ARP on that same day, in anticipation of immediate bombing raids on the civilian population. In 1938 lighting restrictions had been predicted as ‘imposing general darkening as a permanent condition from the outbreak of war’. And that is exactly how it felt. The regulations insisted that no chink of light must be visible from flats, houses, offices, factories or shops. Illuminated signs and advertisements must be turned off for the duration of the war; street lighting would be extinguished; and cars, trains, buses, trams and trolley buses – the last dubbed ‘the silent peril’ since they were particularly lethal to pedestrians as they glided noiselessly and now virtually unseen along their tracks – would be obliged to mask their headlights and to screen their interior lights; while even essential vehicles such as fire engines, ambulances and police cars would have to conform as closely as possible to restrictions. And this intense darkness settled over all the land. Earlier suggestions that the country should be divided into regions of more or less vulnerability in the way that it had been for evacuation, and lighting restrictions imposed accordingly, were rejected.


Putting up the blackout was a nightly chore for householders and it could take an exasperatingly long time in an average-sized semi-detached house to draw curtains, pull down blinds, slide brown-paper screens into place, pin up blankets or heavy bedspreads – and then nip outside to make sure that not a scintilla of light was escaping. It was much worse for some: a Cambridge clergyman’s wife was appalled when she realised that their vicarage had forty-three windows; large pubs, hotels and offices had to start blacking out in late afternoon to make sure their numerous windows were covered; and a City of London textile firm calculated that to black out its fifty skylights would take 8,000 square yards of material.


Women’s magazines were full of tips on how to brighten gloomy blacked-out rooms by stitching chintz on the inside of dark curtains or pinning on tinfoil stars, and Sanderson manufactured a double-sided wallpaper at two shillings a roll which could be stuck on to windows with the black side facing out and the patterned side into the room. But it was a dispiriting business. Already electricity companies had reduced the voltage, and one device to make blacking-out easier was to replace low-wattage bulbs with those of even lower wattage. Makeshift cardboard or tin lampshades were fashioned, and people groped their way along unblacked-out halls and landings and got undressed in the dark rather than turn on the light in rooms without the regulation blackout. Numerous accidents were reported in the home, as people fell down stairs and crashed into walls and furniture. Margaret Cotton, an American living in St John’s Wood in north London, found the family’s blackout arrangements were difficult for her maid Lily: ‘with curtains drawn and improvised black paper shades about the ceilings and wall lights . . . [it was] anything but efficient for cooking. Shadows fell everywhere, into the soup and vegetables cooking on the stove, across the grill so that Lily had to strike a match to note the progress of things cooking.’ It was not for several weeks that Mrs Cotton cracked the problem: ‘I made some extra heavy black sateen curtains and embellished them with appliquéd cretonne roses. These curtains now permit us to have every light ablaze in the kitchen and to snap our fingers at Hitler, air raids and wardens.’


But in what was intended to be a perpetual – and comprehensive – blackout, many householders left skylights and small landing windows unmasked, claimed not to realise that the back as well as the front of a property must be blacked out, and switched on lights when they went into rooms that were not in normal use. Lord Alfred Douglas, who had in his golden youth been Oscar Wilde’s beloved ‘Bosie’, was fined after he had gone out in the gathering gloom leaving a light on in an uncurtained room in his house in Hove on the south coast. A correspondent to The Times pointed out that from the roof garden of his house ‘one of the highest in the West End – I can make an after dark inspection of London and most of the suburbs. I still see many top-storey lights which are difficult to detect from the streets. Some of them are showing through thin curtains; a few from apparently unprotected windows. These lights could be seen for miles from an approaching aeroplane and would thus nullify the effect of the blackout.’


Effective blackout could also be a considerable expense. Sufficient fabric for Mrs Cotton’s ‘kitchen window cost me a pound. I wondered how the really poor were going to manage complete blackouts, and have since noticed the many painted windows, black or dark blue. No doubt an economy, but how dismal those houses must be, like caves.’


The scientist J. B. S. Haldane had been concerned at the time of the Munich crisis that while he could ‘afford a pot of paint and even several sets of new blinds’, others could not, and he set up an example: ‘. . . one of my neighbours, Mr John Smith, has been out of work for eighteen months and has six children. He cannot afford to buy them the boots and butter they need. He is certainly not going to buy paints and blinds now [as the government was advising]. And even if war comes, and the shops are sold out, he will not be able to do so. As a result he will probably show a light, and my life, not to mention the King’s, will be endangered . . . I think that Mr Smith ought to hide his lights as part of our collective protection. As he cannot afford to do so, I think that the government, or even the municipality, should help him do so. For this purpose paint and other necessities should be stored for issue in the event of an emergency.’ But they were not, and no subsidy was forthcoming for the private householder. However, there was another notional neighbour of Haldane whose problem the government did confront: ‘Miss Irene Jones . . . can afford paint and blinds but she is an absolute pacifist, who says that she will have nothing to do with war . . . She says she is going to keep her lights on, and if a bomb hits her house she will be well out of a wicked world. As I have never yet seen a bomb hit the mark at which it is aimed, I think it is much more likely that a bomb aimed at her skylight will hit me . . . if lights should be covered, as I think they should, then this should be made a matter of law, like the lighting regulations for vehicles.’ Which it was.


The responsibility of ensuring that blackout regulations were observed lay with ARP wardens, who would instruct a householder to rectify his or her blackout deficiencies; but if the miscreant refused to comply, the warden’s only recourse was to report them to the police. Usually a warning was given first but, in the case of flagrant or persistent transgression, a householder would certainly be prosecuted, and penalties could be harsh. In the first week of October 1939 forty prosecutions for blackout offences were brought in Oxford, a city on which no bombs were to fall, and in 1940 300,000 people nationwide were taken to court for blackout offences. In many respects this was consensual policing – at least in the early days of the war. Although individuals might feel exasperated when they were reported for emitting a gleam of light, there was plenty of evidence that the general public thought that one person who failed to cover up a source of light was imperilling the safety of all by in effect shining a beacon for the expected enemy raiders. Soon after the outbreak of war, police were called to an angry crowd outside the house of an eighty-three-year-old man in Hampstead, north London, who were shouting, ‘Smash the door down.’ Lights were showing from two front-room windows. Despite the man’s age and his possible confusion, the court fined him £2, which was four times the amount of the weekly pension for a single man in 1939. In neighbouring Highgate, a large crowd gathered round an elderly man who had lit a bonfire in his garden, and, according to the police ‘wanted to assault him’. Shopkeepers who transgressed the lighting regulations were made an example of, and fines of £50 were not unusual – when a baby Austin car could be bought for around £120.


It was not just the careless householder or shopkeeper who was culpable. Several ARP wardens from Westminster sent a stiff letter to The Times ‘to protest most emphatically against the failure of many government Departments with regard to the lighting restrictions. Civilians in our sector . . . are making great efforts to do their part, and have always immediately remedied any defects. It is, therefore, all the more regrettable that the government offices . . . in the immediate vicinity seem to take no trouble to ensure that their windows are light proof. If we had a lead from them in this respect, civilians in general would be more willing to listen to requests from their wardens.’


But sometimes these requests seemed preposterous: when a civil servant who had moved with her department to Newcastle turned on the lights in her new flat, ‘the merest glimmer appeared from the electric bulbs. The Electricity Department had switched my 210 voltages to 105. The blackout curtains were drawn and the light was insufficient to unpack my boxes of china and books. The flat was a studio one with picture windows all round, high up on the hill which overlooked the Vickers Armstrong factories. I drew one curtain and sought for a candle, placed it on top of a packing case, surrounded it with cardboard and started work. A few minutes later there was a sharp knocking on my door and a stern voice called, “Open in the name of the law” . . . A burly policeman stood outside. Without preliminaries he pushed his way in. “We’ve been informed you are signalling to enemy planes and giving the location of the armament factory. Ah!” He had caught sight of the glimmer of light from my packing case and he strode forward and fell over a case of books. “But it’s only a candle,” I said. “It’s been placed strategically to throw a beam of light for miles around,” he said pompously and promptly blew the candle out. We stood in the darkness . . . “What am I going to do?” I said frantically. “I only moved in today. I’m unpacking.” “You can go to bed,” he said brusquely, as he stamped across the room.’


The blackout drained the vitality from people’s lives and many, timorous about venturing out, found themselves enclosed in a smaller, gloomier world. But if staying in could be enervating and isolating, going out was distinctly hazardous. ‘For weeks it was frightening and depressing. How dependent one is on light,’ wrote Margaret Cotton. ‘And how helpless one can feel without it . . . I wonder how we ever got about . . . this groping along with other shadowy figures, in a ghostly world, seemed like a fantastic game of blind man’s bluff.’


Three men from the Foreign Office found the darkness ‘so stygian’ as they left their club in Pall Mall ‘that we walked arm in arm or we should have lost each other’. For Nella Last, a Lancashire housewife, ‘a tag I’ve heard somewhere “City of Dreadful Night” came into my mind and I wondered how on earth the bus and lorry drivers would manage. I don’t think there is much need for the wireless to advise people to stay indoors – I’d need a dog to lead me.’


‘My dear boy,’ wrote the crime novelist Dorothy L. Sayers to ‘Gerald’, who was ‘brought up in the country . . . of course you don’t have any difficulty. There you have a blackout every night, and take your precautions accordingly. You are aware of the ditch on your right, the quickset hedge on your left, the unfenced pond in the corner, and the position of the unlit cow straying through a gap. But the town dweller is accustomed to lighted streets: there are men and women born since 1918 who never saw the dark in their lives until September . . .’


An article in the New Statesman railed against the sentimentality of those who found the blackout heightened their sense of adventure and beauty: ‘I yield to no one . . . in my admiration of the stars, but in a town I think they look better by electric light. The common report that in ordinary times you cannot see the stars in London is a myth. Many people are now seeing the stars for the first time, not because they were not visible before, but because in the blackout there is nothing else to see . . . Moonlight, which conceals as much as it reveals, fills even the dullest street with a curious glamour. The slate roof of a Victorian public house falls under its enchantment no less than the dome of St Paul’s. Moonlight is the great leveller. Mystery takes the place of bad architecture and the worst statues become masterpieces of Phidias . . .’


But Quentin Crisp – an artist’s model who was to become famous as the ‘Naked (and gay) Civil Servant’ – who had lied about his age to get into the Army because he needed the money so badly, but was turned down on the grounds that he was ‘suffering from sexual perversion’, found the lighting regulations a delight, and London full of ‘overtures made possible by the blackout’. Not that he ever thought that the streets of London were totally black – ‘more of a cosy gloom . . . The city became like a paved double bed. Voices whispered suggestively to you as you walked along; hands reached out to you if you stood still and in dimly lit trains people carried on as they had once behaved only in taxis . . . If there is a heaven for homosexuals, which doesn’t seem very likely,’ he thought, ‘it will be very poorly lit and full of people they can feel pretty confident they will never have to meet again.’


The headlights of cars and other vehicles were required to be shielded so that only a tiny crescent of light was emitted; some drivers used cardboard discs, or pulled an old sock over them, and stuck tissue paper over side and rear lights to reduce their intensity. A car’s plastic indicators were obliged to wink only along an eighth-of-an-inch gap, and dashboard lights were forbidden – a frustrating restriction when, starting in February 1940, motorists were only permitted to drive at a maximum speed of 20 mph in built-up areas during the hours of blackout, yet could not see to check their speedometers. All car owners were obliged to paint a stripe of white along their bumpers or mudguards and running boards, and could be prosecuted if the paint got dirty and thus less effective, and they were forbidden to park facing the oncoming traffic at night. Kerbs and bollards had been painted white when war threatened at the time of the Munich crisis in September 1938; motorists tended to hug the white line painted along the centre of the road, which meant that cars going in opposite directions came into dangerously close contact with each other. A suggestion made in The Autocar that cars should switch sides and drive on the right rather than the left after dark so they could follow the kerb was thankfully never adopted.


Bus and tram conductors wrestled with the difficulties of identifying tickets (which were a different colour for each fare stage) and coins, while the drivers of public vehicles felt the strain of negotiating the equivalent of a pea-souper fog for several hours every winter evening. Cyclists were required to fit rear lights as well as front – as in theory were prams on the public highway – and some painted the frames of their bikes white but, whatever they did, cyclists were extremely vulnerable to vehicle drivers peering exhaustedly into the unremitting black, and casualties were high.


Pedestrians were known to walk along the white line down the centre of suburban and country roads to get their bearings – a dangerous practice. In the first days of the war it was forbidden to carry a torch, but after 13 September this was allowed if it was masked by a double layer of tissue paper with the weak beam aimed at the ground – and soon torch batteries were in short supply everywhere. Sales of fluorescent paint increased as people optimistically dabbed some on keyholes and bell pushes, and citizens were encouraged to wear – or carry – something white: a white handkerchief in a suit breast-pocket for men, or white buttonhole in a lapel, for example, or an untucked white shirt tail; a white handbag or corsage of white fabric flowers for women. Even a white Pekinese dog was mooted – portable by either sex presumably. A letter to The Times in November suggested that: ‘walkers northwards should use the west and those walking southwards, the east pavement . . . it does not matter much at night which side of the street one walks since there are no shops or other attractions.’ But such regimentation never caught on, and pedestrians continued to feel confused, disorientated and often frightened, weeping tears of frustration or near panic as they negotiated their way along city streets and country lanes in the dark, hopelessly lost, hearing their fellow citizens but unable to see them, or recognise their own front door.


Policemen controlling the traffic wore white gauntlets. A large white spot illuminated the rear of buses, though Dorothy L. Sayers’ manservant pointed out that ‘if the London Transport Passenger Board would place the route number at the side of the vehicle as well as the front and behind it might be possible to discover which omnibus had arrived at the stop without darting out before it as before an oncoming juggernaut’.


In the first four months of the war a total of 4,133 people were killed on Britain’s roads, and 2,657 of these were pedestrians. Road fatalities increased by 100 per cent compared to the corresponding months in 1938. In Glasgow the number of deaths tripled; in Birmingham they rose by 81 per cent in December 1939, which saw the highest number of road deaths – 1,155 – since records had been kept, while a further 30,000 people had been injured. A Gallup poll published in January 1940 claimed that one in every five people had sustained some sort of injury in the blackout since September. In effect, for the first months of the war it was more hazardous to be on the roads than in the Armed Forces. Indeed, the first fatality on the Home Front directly attributable to the war happened on the very first day, when a conscientious policeman, noticing a light shining from an upper-storey room in London’s medical heartland, Harley Street, and unable to rouse the occupants, shinned up a drainpipe with a torch clenched between his teeth, but lost his grip as he reached the third-floor level and plunged to his death.


The surgeon to the King pointed out in an article in the British Medical Journal that by frightening the nation into blackout regulations, the Luftwaffe was able to kill 600 citizens a month without ever taking to the air, ‘at a cost to itself of exactly nothing’. And in November 1939, during a parliamentary debate on the matter, Winston Churchill argued that the blackout measures had been overdone. In Paris, he pointed out, lights still twinkled and one could drive around with relative ease, whereas in Britain the blackout was unnecessarily creating a civilian killing field and a depressed and irritable population. The Home Secretary responded that the blackout was depriving the enemy of ‘the means of launching an attack unexpectedly on this country the consequences of which would be little short of disastrous’ and pointed out that despite the example of French laxity, blackout regulations in Germany were even more restrictive than those in Britain. The military aim of the blackout must remain the ‘dominant consideration’ but, in the face of mounting public anger at the toll of deaths and injuries and the inhibition to people’s everyday lives, some relaxations would be introduced. The period of the blackout was to be reduced by one hour: henceforth it would begin half an hour after sunset and end half an hour after sunrise. Just before Christmas 1939 churches, markets and street stalls were allowed partial illumination, and shop windows were permitted to be dimly lit while restaurants, cinemas and theatres, and other places of entertainment and amusement could once again display an illuminated sign. But all these concessions would be rescinded the moment the siren for an air raid sounded.


At New Year 1940 a start was made to introduce ‘glimmer’ or ‘pin prick’ lighting whereby a circle of diffused lighting of very low intensity was directed from street lights on to the ground (providing local councils were prepared to spend the money to do this). It was still painfully easy to get lost. ‘A friend of mine maintains that anyone who finds it difficult to drive in the blackout is not fit to hold a driving licence,’ reported a journalist. ‘I do not quite agree with him. It is easy enough, I admit, to drive along the main street especially now that better lighting on cars is allowed’ – in mid October 1939 headlight masks that permitted a little more light were made available to car drivers, and buses were fitted with a special headlight mask which faintly illuminated passengers waiting on the pavement. In January 1940 ARP cardboard headlight masks costing a few shillings were made compulsory for all civilian vehicles. These let light out through a narrow horizontal slit and were hooded to confine the beam to the ground in front of the vehicle. ‘But choose the circuitous and unfrequented routes beloved by some taxi-drivers and you will lose your way as easily as if you had never been to London before. Take a taxi, for example . . . on a night of pouring rain during the dark of the moon and you will go through a familiar world utterly blotted out in darkness inspissated. On arriving home on such a night I asked the driver how he found his way about in the blackness. “Instinct,” he said; “pure instinct.” I had almost guessed that. He seemed to me on several occasions instinctively to have just missed driving into lamp posts and letter-boxes and other cars.’


In mid November 1939 Gwladys Cox had ‘wanted to see the Embankment in the blackout . . . I was agreeably surprised to find how quickly the buses got along, partly because the streets are empty of cars. It was quite possible to read in the dim bus lights. The Cenotaph . . . was an eerie scene with dim figures shuffling about and bearing down on one suddenly out of the gloom . . . Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey loomed up, huge, dark, unlit piles against the indigo sky and seemed to take on nightmare proportions. As we expected the moon to rise shortly, we walked half way across Westminster Bridge, and while waiting leaned over the parapet and watched the black hulls of barges drifting down the dark, unlit river with the ebb tide. Presently a large, orange moon rose up behind the LCC buildings making them stand out in fine silhouette and throwing a wide ribbon of gold across the black river . . . As we strolled along the Embankment, a man among the passers by put his hand stealthily on my handbag and tried to snatch it. I was holding it firmly with the leather handle wrapped round my wrist so I wrenched it away and said “No you don’t!” He actually turned to look at me, blinked, the moon lighting up his face, and then disappeared among the other dim figures.’


‘Summer time’ came early in 1940 and that helped. In February, the clocks went forward an hour but they weren’t put back again in the autumn, and summer time was retained all year round – just as it had been in the First World War. And then in May 1941 double summer time was introduced, and for the next four years it was light until late at night during the summer months. This helped somewhat to reduce traffic accidents, as did petrol rationing when it started in the third week in September, thus cutting down the number of cars on the roads, though the toll remained high. The longer daylight hours might exasperate parents of sleep-resistant children, and privacy-seeking courting couples, but they saved electricity consumption and enabled farmers, allotment holders and gardeners to labour out of doors for longer.


The general compliance with blackout regulations pays tribute to the biddable nature of the British public when convinced of the good sense of a cause, but also to a flattering over-estimation of the precision-bombing capabilities of the Luftwaffe. German planes were usually flying at between 15,000 and 25,000 feet above Britain, as mustard-keen ARP wardens knocked up householders who were showing inch-wide beams of light from not quite tightly drawn curtains, yelled, ‘Put that light out!’ to anyone who momentarily shone a torch on a road sign, and pounced on someone pausing to light a cigarette in a doorway. Prosecutions could be brought for all those offences, and others – including the case of a man fined for failing to obscure the glow from the heating light in his tropical fish tank.


Yet as minute attention was paid to the details of domestic blackout, lighthouses all round the coast beamed paths of light far out into the sea; batteries of light mounted surveillance over prisoner-of-war camps; electric sparks flew from rails, and railway marshalling yards were lit; the holds of ships shone forth as they were loaded; and factories in full wartime production glowed. In March 1939 a leaflet, War Time Lighting Restrictions for Industrial and Commercial Premises, had been sent to all employers instructing them that they must be able to obscure or extinguish lights within minutes of an emergency being declared. In effect this meant that factories would have to have their windows painted or permanently covered over and often sealed, and no one could know for sure what the effects of working all day in artificial light and stuffy air would be on wartime productivity. And that still left screening blast furnaces and eliminating the glare from slag heaps. These were expensive remedies, and it was many months before sufficiently high screens were erected to shield a famous ironworks, ‘Dixon’s Blazes’, which burned brightly in the centre of Glasgow.


With a population of close on 48 million and with industrial enterprises scattered throughout the country, it was never going to be possible to have the entire nation blacked out: the best that could be realistically hoped for was a blanketing of areas so that it was hard for enemy planes to get their bearings from ground landmarks, estimate the limits and contours of a city, or distinguish the precise nature of industrial installations that were contributing to the war effort.


As the Phoney War on the British mainland dragged on into the winter and no air raids materialised, early vigilance and anxiety subsided, and indifference and exasperation with regulations and exhortations and officials washed over the civilian population. And when the night raiders did come, it would not be the carelessly drawn curtains, the unshaded skylight, the smouldering cigarette butt that would guide them. It would be the Luftwaffe’s technological equipment, landmarks like rivers that could not be blotted out, and, the most deadly beacon of all, the fires started by the German incendiary bombs.


As the blackout proved the most pervasive aspect of the war in the early months, gas masks soon proved to be the most irrelevant. The useful life of a gas mask was reckoned to be two years, so the 35 million respirators, as they were officially called, issued at the time of the Munich crisis should still have been satisfactory when war broke out twelve months later. But of course many households had mislaid their masks, thrown them away, or they were damaged and useless, so these had to be replaced. But by September 1939 it was reckoned that, with the distribution of a total of about 44 million masks, ‘every British adult civilian, for the first time in history, entered war with an article of personal defensive equipment’. Special heavy-duty masks were issued to ARP wardens, control centre staff and others involved in Civil Defence, and these were adapted so that wardens and switchboard operators could wear their masks when speaking on the telephone. Members of decontamination squads who would be in the front line of a gas attack carried air-purifying containers, like those used by soldiers on the battlefield, and stood ready with their supplies of chloride of lime which was considered to be the most effective neutralising agent for poison gas.


But while the great evacuation trek had been made more poignant by the sight of each schoolchild fleeing from the cities equipped with a gas mask, at the outbreak of war children under five had no satisfactory form of individual protection against gas – the best that could be advised was to ‘wrap them tightly in a blanket’. In the view of J. B. S. Haldane, this was a matter of the greatest urgency which should have been handed over long ago ‘to the Army Clothing Department, even if this involves a delay in the supply of full-dress uniforms for the Brigade of Guards’. But it was not until the end of October 1939 that the deficiency was made good. Infants under two were supplied with a ‘baby bag’ rather like a haversack, consisting of a metal-framed rubber hood with a plastic window that covered the baby’s head, chest and arms, and was tied at the waist. Air had to be pumped into this distressingly military-looking apparatus with bellows, and should the person doing the pumping – invariably the mother – be overcome, then presumably the baby would be gassed too. Children aged between two and five were fitted with a ‘Mickey Mouse’ mask, with a harness to keep it in place, which four-and-a-half-year-old Barbara Roose thought was ‘lovely’. The masks sported a strange red protuberance and a coloured rim round the eyepiece which were supposed to make the whole grisly exercise fun. In spring 1939 a BBC broadcast had queried: ‘Are your little ones used to seeing you in YOUR mask? Make a game of it calling it “Mummy’s funny face” or something of the kind. Then if the time comes when you really have to wear it, you won’t be a terrifying apparition to your child.’


People were advised to wear their gas masks for fifteen minutes a day to get used to them. There were hints on how a man should put on his gas mask if he had a beard (‘curl it under the chin and secure it with “bobby pins” ’ was recommended); how to accommodate your spectacles when you put on your gas mask; whether it was possible to wear mascara and/or a wig when wearing a gas mask; how to check the efficacy of your mask. A government leaflet advised: ‘Hold a soft tissue paper to the end of the mask and breathe in. The paper should stick.’ Enterprising retailers turned out fancy gas containers of fabric-covered cardboard or leather – including ‘genuine crocodile’ – to substitute for the utilitarian government-issue brown cardboard, and handbags and briefcases with special gas-mask compartments could be found in the shops. Lectures on gas were arranged in schools and church halls for ARP personnel up and down the country. Audiences sat horrified as they were warned that there might be ‘phosgene that fills your lungs with water and produces gangrene of the extremities’ or mustard gas ‘that had hardly any odour but blinds you and eats your flesh away’, or some nameless gas that ‘smells of geraniums, one whiff and you’re a goner’. ARP wardens were equipped with a larger version of the sort of wooden rattle beloved of football fans to clatter in the event of a gas attack. Post Office pillar boxes, and sometimes lamp posts, were painted a sickly yellow with a gas-detecting substance that would change colour if gas were present. Rumours were rife: the gossamer webs of spiders that blow about in early autumn and can be a mild irritant were identified as ‘gas-impregnated and sent adrift by the enemy’.


It was never illegal not to carry a gas mask (though it was to damage one) but strong pressure was put on citizens to do so. Government posters urged ‘Hitler will send no warning – so always carry your gas mask’ and ‘Take Care of Your Gas Mask, and Your Gas Mask Will Take Care of You’. Advertisements appeared in newspapers showing couples sitting up in bed in their pyjamas dutifully donning their masks when a gas attack was signalled. Responsible-minded employers were known to send staff, and teachers their pupils, back home to fetch their masks if they had forgotten them. Entry was occasionally refused to restaurants, or places of entertainment, to patrons who were without their survival kit, and John Lewis, the department store in London’s Oxford Street, reminded staff that ‘those who come without their [gas mask] must not be surprised if they are dismissed as unsuitable in time of war’.


But it was to little avail: a youth worker in Glasgow thought it looked like ‘swank’ to be seen without a gas mask in the streets in September 1939. By the end of the year, his view was that the ‘swankers’ were those who still carried their gas mask. Rows of familiar-looking brown boxes soon lined the shelves of lost property offices. A survey conducted on Westminster Bridge in early November 1939 revealed that only 24 per cent of men and 39 per cent of women were carrying gas masks, while in Lancashire that same day the total was 6 per cent of men and 9 per cent of women.


H. G. Wells, author of the prophetic The Shape of Things to Come, had already been observed not to be carrying a gas mask before the war was a month old. The 1942 film, The Goose Steps Out, starring the comedian Will Hay, depicted a German spy being instructed during his training that in order to pass muster as an Englishman he must never be seen carrying a gas mask. But as two men condemned to death turned to leave the dock, F. Tennyson Jesse was amazed to see that one of the police officers ‘with a scandalised face, pointed sternly to the floor, and meekly the two rapers and murderers stooped to pick up their gas masks. I presume that, even in England with our respect for authority, they will not have to take them to the scaffold.’ Others, however, found their gas masks useful even though gas attacks never materialised. Angela Culme-Seymour recalled, ‘I made sure we never forgot to take our gas mask when we went into the shelter during a raid on Kensington where we were living. It made an ideal potty for the children.’


‘My God, this could be my street, my family, any time . . .’ realised a Cornish man as he gazed at ‘a large front page newspaper picture showing a mother dishevelled and blood-spattered sitting in the street with shattered buildings just behind her head [in the aftermath of the raid on Guernica in the Spanish Civil War] holding up her tear-stained face towards the cameraman . . . across her soiled lap lies the tiny body of her young child, clothes tattered and disarrayed, some wounds evident.’ The reasons why people volunteered to risk their lives to protect and aid their fellow civilians in the Second World War were numerous: practical, confused and courageous. But the perception that ‘it could be my street, my family, any time’ would, it was hoped, give the voluntary policy its logic, and the citizen his or her lodestar.


Among the most visible of this Civil Defence ‘army of volunteers . . . old and young, men and women, rich and poor’ – though in practice predominantly middle-aged or older – were the ARP wardens, and the months of the Phoney War were a testing time for them. Part of the ‘fourth line of defence’, as the Civil Defence services were called since they were auxiliary to the fighting services of the Army, Navy and RAF, the ARP suffered a certain crisis of identity, and the slings and arrows of their fellow citizens whom they had volunteered to protect, when there was nothing under attack on home ground. At first equipped with only an armband, a silver badge and a tin helmet stencilled with a letter of the alphabet to denote function, and maybe a logo to indicate rank, they ‘found themselves confronted, not with the stimulus of action and danger but with tasks of . . . preparation and organisation’ and, within a remarkably short time of the outbreak of war, attracted hostility from press and public alike. They were accused of being parasites and slackers, guilty of nepotism as they allegedly wheedled a nice little number for relatives and friends, of ‘dodging’ military service (though many were not eligible for conscription, while others were called up later, or in some cases enlisted), of ‘standing around doing nothing’, and being handsomely paid to do so. Full-time ARP workers were better paid than men in the Armed Forces, while unskilled workers earned less than a warden’s £3 a week. It was convenient to overlook the fact, in this vortex of criticism, that the majority of ARP workers were part-time and unpaid.


Many members were themselves already less than happy with the organisation of the service they had joined: ‘I have never seen such an illustration of incompetence in all my life’ and ‘There’s so much red tape, it’s unbelievable’; and the training: ‘the lectures are absolutely hopeless . . . I’ve forgotten more about chemicals than these johnnies from the Town Hall seem to know’; ‘I rather wish I’d joined the Fire Service. I mean you have to go to all these lectures and sit down with a lot of old ladies. There’s no guts in it for a man.’


Before the air raids started, the ARP wardens had two main tasks and both of these could make them seem officious, bullying busybodies. Apart from ensuring that householders’ ‘blackout was really black’ in the words of a popular song, everyone living in the sector patrolled by the ARP warden had to be registered: how many people occupied a house or flat, did they have any pets and what shelter arrangements did they have? All this would be vital information when the air raids began, since knowing if people might be buried under fallen masonry could be crucial to their survival. But when no bombs threatened, it could seem like unnecessary snooping to the naturally privacy-retentive British householder.


The Home Secretary robustly defended the ARP service against charges of slackness and sponging, and upbraided the public for their lack of generosity towards this large-scale civilian effort. But he did concede that he was devising ways by which the number of volunteers could be pared down while still being in a state of poised readiness, and the service capable of rapid expansion in the event of attack. When the review was completed six months later, in spring 1940, it recommended a rationalisation of some of the functions, improvements in training and further overall reduction of full-time paid staff, but also appealed for a quarter of a million new part-time volunteers; these ‘twice citizens’ would now be minimally reimbursed for any loss of earnings. Grants were to be made available for ‘recreational facilities’ and the public was asked to donate radios, books and games to help pass the ‘weary months of waiting inactivity’ which still seemed, as winter turned to spring, to be the ARP wardens’ unfortunate lot.


In Fulham in south-west London, ARP volunteers included clerks and typists, shopkeepers, professionals, bricklayers, carpenters, painters and decorators, housewives, a number of ex-servicemen – and 1 per cent of the wardens were ‘engaged in sport or entertainment’. The reasons the burghers of Fulham gave for joining the service were ‘to do my bit for my country’, ‘I felt I must do something to help’, ‘everyone else seemed to be doing it’, ‘I wanted to do something. I didn’t want to sit at home like in the Great War’, ‘As a woman I felt I had the leisure and I could do something to help’ – though a couple of volunteers ‘didn’t know’ why they had joined and one confessed, ‘It was the New Year. I must have been drunk. I am strongly anti-Chamberlain.’


The government had envisaged that the ARP service, with its neighbourhood role and focus on people, would appeal to women. But many male ARP volunteers – particularly the ex-service contingent – were less than enthusiastic about admitting women and few were recruited. In May 1938 Samuel Hoare, the then Home Secretary, decided to approach Stella, Marchioness of Reading, with an idea for a new organisation that would recruit women into Air Raid Prevention work and thus ginger up local authorities who were not taking seriously enough the need to prepare for war. Lady Reading, the forty-four-year-old widow of Lord Rufus Isaacs, a former Viceroy of India (whom she had married in 1931 five years before his death, when he was seventy and she was thirty-seven), was a woman of prodigious energy, determination and a compelling charm. She had been a VAD nurse in the First World War, and in the 1930s had been involved in the work of the Personal Service League which collected clothes for the unemployed so that they looked smart when they applied for a job. Attracted by the notion, Lady Reading jotted down what she thought was needed to ‘bring home to all women, especially women in the household, what air raids mean and what they can do for their families and themselves’. Recruits to the Women’s Voluntary Service for ARP, as the organisation was originally called, would be unwaged (though in some cases expenses were to be paid – though not always claimed – and eventually there was a paid administrative staff of around 200) and were to work in co-operation with local authorities which would provide premises and facilities. No one who volunteered was ever to be refused, and somehow a job was always found, and training given where necessary, for a huge range of women with very different backgrounds, skills and temperaments.


The uniform for the WVS was designed by the London couturier Digby Morton: it was bottle-green flecked with grey enlivened with beetroot-coloured touches, and a sensible felt hat gave some individuality to the wearer and would spring back into shape no matter what fell on it – or it fell into. Members were not obliged to wear the kit, but in wartime it seemed right to be in uniform, though from the ARP to the Home Guard to the Boy Scouts this was not always something those in authority fully seemed to understand – or were prepared to ‘waste’ money on indulging. WVS members had to pay for their uniforms – and after 1941 exchange clothing coupons for them too.


WVS gave women who wanted to do their bit for their country in the event of war the opportunity to do so, and it offered an outlet in the public sphere for the organising abilities and energies of many women that had been so often denied them since the home was seen as the focus – and container – of their lives.


Stella Reading was wont to refer to the WVS as ‘Women of Various Sizes’ – though one exhausted member wondered, during the Blitz, whether the initials might not stand for ‘Willingness Versus Self’ – and she was anxious to stress the social diversity of the membership as well. ‘These were the wives of labourers, railwaymen, cabinet ministers, farmers, parsons, all kinds of women of every political colour,’ she enthused and WVS members were told that it was their time not their money that was wanted, and that the service had ‘no rank only jobs’. However, its members were bound to be women who were able to find (or make) the time, and were not obliged to take full-time paid employment. The organisers were often women with a certain status in the local community – the doctor’s or vicar’s wife, a member of the parish council, a school governor, a retired headmistress or civil servant, maybe a single woman of independent means – who welcomed the opportunity to exercise the philanthropic social leadership that their position in society had bestowed in a world where such attributes were being overtaken by professional social services. The claim that the WVS was democratic and unhierarchical was not entirely true – particularly in rural areas where old social patterns persisted. Although Lady Reading insisted that the service she ran with a firm grip was non-partisan and socially inclusive – and some WVS organisers were indeed active members of the Labour Party – the vast majority of the many working-class women mobilised for WVS war work remained as workers rather than leaders.


The motto was simple: ‘The WVS never says no’ – though it had to sometimes of course – but the service’s wartime role would extend far beyond any horizon that it had been possible to imagine, and draw heavily on its members’ experience, strengths, abilities – and stamina. Reviewing the WVS at the end of the war, Lady Reading was to reflect that ‘we have learned that it is no good talking about things, we must do them, and . . . to do that we must take pains, dislocate our lives and our comfort . . . We have done work we never thought to approach and have carried burdens heavier than we knew existed . . . We now know that no obstacle can block, it can only impede; that tiredness is an incident, not a finality.’ During the Second World War, 241 members of the WVS were killed in action on the Home Front.


Having helped with surveying the accommodation available for evacuees and then played a key role in the mass evacuations on 1 September 1939, and after helping settle the children into their new homes, WVS members went on to help where needed in almost all areas of war work on the Home Front. They collected bones, paper, tin, rags, and cotton reels (used in the construction of Army telephonic communication systems) for salvage, and gathered rosehips, horse chestnuts and other medicinal plants. They commandeered ice-cream sellers’ tricycles to collect books for Army camps and those working on ack-ack (anti-aircraft) and barrage balloon sites, subverting the vendors’ slogan to read ‘Stop Me and Give One’; and they distributed gifts sent from overseas. WVS members organised volunteer car pools to take patients to hospital and run other essential errands when petrol was rationed; they took over huts on quaysides to distribute fresh vegetables to the crews of minesweepers going to sea; and ran a babysitting service so couples could have an evening out when a husband in the Forces came home on leave. In some areas members took ‘jobbing classes’ at technical institutes so that, with so many men away, they could take charge of unblocking drains, changing washers and fuses, replacing window-sash cords and putting up shelves.


The WVS ‘adopted the feet of the Army’ too, teaching soldiers how to darn their socks, and often did it for them – a Shropshire member estimated that during the course of the war, she had personally mended 3,600 socks – and they sewed stripes and flashes on to the uniforms of promoted men and returning POWs. The women also did work which, controversially, went beyond their original civilian remit – and far beyond the ‘womanly work’ that was the common perception of WVS tasks – when members undertook an order from the War Office to produce camouflage nets for use in disguising military installations and equipment. In addition to the warehouses requisitioned for this work (300 by 1945 producing 3,000 nets a week), frames were set up in village halls, schoolrooms and larger homes and gardens, so that whenever a WVS member had some time to spare, she could put in a couple of hours weaving camouflage strips into nets. It was a loathsome task: ‘the dust and fluff from the scrim half choked the women knotting it onto the nets and the dye left their hands and clothes deeply stained. Crawling about . . . with bruised knees and aching backs, elderly women drove themselves for that extra hour that meant so many square feet of cover for the British Army.’


No matter, however, how comprehensive and unexpected the remit, how dangerous and unrelenting the work, the WVS – which had started with five members whose names Lady Reading (she was made a Dame in January 1941) had culled from her personal address book and which had risen to a wartime peak of 1.3 million – was conscripted into the rhetoric of the ‘people’s war’ in a reassuring way. War hadn’t really changed anything fundamental. WVS members were, said the Home Secretary, Herbert Morrison, on the service’s fifth anniversary in 1943, ‘a million magnificent women [who] were simply applying the principles of good housekeeping to the job of helping to run their country in its hour of need’. The war had moved women’s concerns up the social agenda. It would make women’s everyday, timeless labour into work of national importance – digging for victory, collecting salvage, making do and mending, providing cups of tea and hot food, caring for the sick and wounded, looking after other people’s children, offering solace. Their work was validated beyond the home, organised, recognised, on occasions incorporated into the national narrative of struggle and survival, and sometimes even given lustre by the praise of public men.


The interwar years had seen a proliferation of women’s organisations, some auxiliaries of men’s associations such as the Rotary Club, others independent. All were to take a wartime role. The Townswomen’s Guilds had 54,000 members on the outbreak of war but the Women’s Institute was the largest, with some 290,000 members. In peacetime the WI had largely been about organising country women’s leisure with fêtes and beetle drives, competitions and folk dancing. In wartime it became ‘a many faceted experience’. The numerous branches organised sewing bees and knitting circles to make and mend for the troops, organised school meals, made valuable contributions to discussions about the ‘new Jerusalem’ that would be built after the war – and, of course, made jam. Thousands of pounds of jam (and there was a glut of plums in 1940) were produced in government-subsidised jamming and fruit-preservation centres in church halls and outhouses, members’ kitchens and mobile units. It was estimated in 1940 that 1,170 tons of fruit that would otherwise have rotted was turned into jam and preserves by – unpaid – WI members in 2,600 village centres, and the jars were sent to hospitals, institutions and canteens or were sold in shops as part of the rations people were entitled to.


The very continuity of the work women did in voluntary organisations was seen as morale-boosting – though it wasn’t always easy. ‘Life in the reception areas is not all blackberrying, nor wholly knitted squares,’ wrote a Women’s Institute member. Most branches moved their monthly meetings to the afternoon because of the blackout, but others found their usual meeting places occupied with evacuated schoolchildren during the day, and so had little choice but to pick their way to meetings in the pitch-blackness. An editorial in the WI magazine, Home and Country, would claim that there ‘is no doubt that in the dark days of 1940’s perfect summer, when the nation was confronted by one disaster after another, the quiet customary functioning of the WIs was an important factor in the villages [where] the maintenance of morale never waived.’ The English were best placed to win this ghastly war by carrying on as usual, while making monumental changes, and ‘pretending that nothing untoward was happening’, and this would be a responsibility particularly laid on women’s shoulders in a number of guises.


This was exactly the sort of task the smug ‘Mrs Miniver’ relished. ‘Mrs Miniver’, who was to become an iconic creature in wartime Britain, was the creation of Joyce Struther (using the name Jan for her short stories, poems and journalism), who had been writing about her doings in a weekly column in The Times since October 1937. The detailed domestic observations of a preternaturally contented Chelsea housewife and mother – whose husband an exasperated Times reader rather wished would have an affair with a pretty ARP worker – soon attracted a considerable following, with mailbags of correspondence addressed to ‘Mrs Miniver’ as if she were a real person, rather than the good idea of a journalist.


When war broke out ‘Mrs Miniver’ was conscripted to the national cause (or rather she rushed to enlist). Her collected pre-war jottings were given a brief wartime coda and published as a best-selling book, and MGM made a film based extremely tenuously on the same book, starring Greer Garson in the title role. It was a huge box-office hit in America (rather less so in the UK) and played a sterling ambassadorial role on behalf of plucky, beleaguered Britain. In The Times Mrs Miniver continued for a while to address epistles to an imaginary sister-in-law. As her rose-tinted spectacles seemed never to leave her nose in peacetime, so they stayed firmly lodged throughout the war. Mrs Miniver managed to delight in a surprising number of things: ‘the nice “damp jutey smell” of sandbags . . . the way London was beginning to look and sound like a country town with its tinkle of bicycle bells and clopping of hoofs; . . . the singing of the barrage balloon cables which made you feel you were “going to sleep, on a ship at anchor with the sound of wind in the rigging”, the way Londoners were learning to carry gas masks with panache, as if they were going on a picnic with a special box of food.’


Reviewing her ‘sayings and doings’, the novelist Rosamond Lehmann struck a resigned note. ‘Now the war is upon Mrs Miniver, as it is upon all of us. But whoever is defeated, she’ll come through. Having plenty of courage and common sense, she will cope successfully with evacuees and increased taxation, even, if necessary, with bombs. The airy balloon that hovers so lightly above our heads may shrivel a little, but it won’t collapse.’
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