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The idea for this book came about whilst researching the Dengate family tree in Hastings Library. Searching through the original war-time editions of the Hastings & St Leonards Observer, I became enthralled in a period of history with which I was interested thanks to war recollections from my grandparents and Sunday-afternoon black-and-white war films! However, I did realise that my knowledge during this time, of the town in which I was born and grew up, was fairly limited and my desire to know more escalated, as I read on through the newspapers: and so the idea for the book was born.

The book aims to reflect what life was like in Hastings, a ‘front line’ town, during the years of the Second World War. The vicissitudes imposed upon the town were as sudden as they were dramatic with the implementation of the black-out, the coastal ban, the curfew, rationing, the receiving of evacuees, and the voluntary evacuation of the town, which reduced its population to a third. Then came the inexorable bombing raids day and night, often with little or no warning, which left in their wake a trail of death, destruction, and an uncertainty and apprehension of when the next attack might occur. 

I have undertaken research into the town covering many different records at national, regional and local levels. These include surviving A.R.P. records, the Hastings & St Leonards Observer, national newspapers, council records, and Government records, which are interspersed with the very real, sometimes humorous, and often frightening accounts of those who experienced life in the town during this terrible time. I hope this will help give those, who like me, grew up in Hastings long after the war ended, a sense of what was endured during this arduous time. Though I cannot hope to represent the experiences of all people present in Hastings during the war years, it is my intention to convey an insightful account of what are certainly almost six of the most momentous years in the borough’s history. I have also used many photographs to help bring the past to life, some of which have never been published. The one common thread which ran through the interviews with Hastings residents was a great sense of neighbourliness and kindness to others; that the town’s folk were ‘in it together’ – something which, to their credit helped the town through one of the darkest phases in its history. 

Although the focus of the book is Hastings and St Leonards, there are also references to the neighbouring villages of Fairlight, Westfield, Crowhurst, and Winchelsea.

Please use the email mail@nathandylangoodwin.com to leave any feedback and also if you are able to contribute any further photographs, information or memories to any future editions of this book.

––––––––
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Nathan Dylan Goodwin, 2005
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1  In Preparation for War 1938 – 1939
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The prospect of a protracted and costly war, which would come to deeply affect Hastings, could not have been anticipated, as the political situation in Europe slowly worsened throughout the late 1930s. As early as 1935, Hastings had established an A.R.P. Committee, brought about by a letter to the Hastings Corporation from the Home Office, dated 6 July 1935. This letter was sent to boroughs ‘which might be subject to attack by hostile aircraft’.​[1] The threat posed to the town was considered to be high due to the close proximity of mainland Europe. By December 1937, after several meetings of the A.R.P. Committee, it was decided that the north-west stand of the Bathing Pool be converted into the Central Distribution Station of the A.R.P. which would house all necessary equipment. First Aid posts were also erected at the Bathing Pool, White Rock Baths, Tower Road Schools, Ore School, and Priory Road School.​[2] Such meetings of the A.R.P. Committee continued throughout the ensuing months, with the requisite precautions gradually coming into effect. The town, and indeed the country were feeling a general apathy surrounding the possibilities of war, with many believing there would be no war at all.​[3]

On Saturday 29 January 1938, Hastings got its first taste of what was to come when the R.A.F. launched two mock attacks on Hastings and St Leonards. The first was a bombing raid and the second, from which the town would be mercifully spared throughout the hostilities, was a gas attack. The ‘attack’ was designed to test the communication and abilities of the Special Constabulary, the A.R.P. wardens, St John Ambulance Brigade, British Red Cross, and a section of the 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion of the Sussex Regiment.​[4] The mock attack seemed to have passed with only limited success. One commentator in the Hastings & St Leonards Observer wrote that, ‘It is still difficult to get folk to grasp the need for preparation ... that the lines on which the aircraft worked served rather as an advertisement for the Bathing Pool’.​[5] The official report into the exercise was given to the A.R.P. Committee on 24 February 1938 and noted, ‘that as a whole the exercise was successful, but the lack of trained personnel was a handicap and that it was evident that many of the volunteer staffs engaged were not up to the desired standard and would require further individual training before any additional outdoor exercise could take place; that the proposed February exercise has therefore been abandoned...’​[6] 
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2 The ‘attack’ on Hastings and St Leonards, 29 January 1938.
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The apathy felt towards possible war was encouraged by the Hastings branch of the Peace Pledge Union who met on alternate Fridays at 54 Warrior Square from 1936 until the war proper began. The anti-war group described themselves thus: ‘The Hastings Peace Group consists of men and women who: 1) are convinced that war is an avoidable evil, 2) are studying current events and literature in order to strengthen this conviction in their own minds and to equip themselves for more effective peace propaganda...’​[7] At the mock attack on Hastings, 30 members of the Peace group staged an anti-war demonstration with peace propaganda placards. They drew attention to the high prices of gasmasks, asserting that many of the town’s poor would not be able to afford to protect themselves in the event of war.​[8] A Home Office defence report noted that, ‘...The most prevalent form of British Union propaganda has been the chalking of slogans and the pasting of posters in public places...the Hastings branch of the Union is publishing a weekly cyclostyled sheet in which it is intended to expose conditions in Hastings...’​[9] By the time enemy action had begun to affect the country following the outbreak of war, most anti-war groups, including Hastings, peacefully melded into the background, their main objective having failed.

The subsequent months saw Europe plunge further towards the brink of total war. On 13 March 1938, Germany annexed neighbouring Austria in only a matter of hours. Hitler then set to aiming his military threats toward Czechoslovakia. His claim on the country focused upon one area, the Sudetenland, which was mainly inhabited by German speaking Czechs.​[10] During the anxious months of March, April, and May, town officials believed that war had become unavoidable and the pace of protecting the town quickened. The Chief Air Raid Warden, Percy Le May voiced in the Hastings & St Leonards Observer that out of a required 520 Air Raid wardens, only 100 had so far volunteered, and that if more people did not come forward the organisation was in danger of collapse before it had even become operational.​[11] It was also stressed that visitors and holidaymakers, upon whom the town relied, needed to feel that Hastings was a safe place to spend time and that it was ‘business as usual’. Fortunately over 1,000 locals responded to the plea for A.R.P. volunteers during the Munich Crisis.​[12] Prime Minister Chamberlain attended the Munich Conference, ratifying a deal with Hitler and French Premier Edouard Daladier that Britain and France would not object to Hitler annexing the Sudetenland if peace were assured throughout the rest of Europe. It was this display of weakness on the part of Chamberlain and Daladier which would give Hitler the belief that the desire for peace would prevent war. Ironically, by this point the only thing which would be able to assure peace was war.

By the time the committee met again on 26 September 1938, A.R.P. preparations were in full swing. The Chief Constable reported to the committee that a letter had been received from the Home Office stating that in the matter of the provision of public shelters, the digging of trenches, the assembly and distribution of gas masks, and the further construction of first-aid posts these should be dealt with forthwith. Instructions were given for the purchase of 1,000 torches for use by the air raid wardens and the purchase of six sandbag filling machines at the cost of £6 each.​[13] In addition, 30,000 sandbags were ordered to protect Broomgrove Power Station. Interestingly, the Borough Engineer investigated the possibility of tunnelling into the cliffs for use as air-raid shelters; St Clements Caves evidently being over-looked at this early stage.​[14] By October 1938, in collaboration with the Home Office and the General Post Office, the town was equipped with air-raid sirens, which were tested on a monthly basis until the outbreak of war. By 1 October 1938 over 47,000 gasmasks had been distributed in the town to local residents, with thousands more queuing up outside Central Hall to be fitted.​[15] The seriousness of the potential for war seemed finally to have been acknowledged.
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3 Central Hall, Hastings, September 1938. A.R.P. wardens help fit gasmasks to local residents.

––––––––
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At Hastings Grammar School, the boy’s spent the beginning of the Michaelmas term not in lessons but rather digging trenches to be used for air raid protection and protecting the ‘arches’ with sandbags.​[16] M. Desmond Paine, a pupil at the school recalls: ‘We began by digging trenches on the sacred prefect’s lawn and with railway sleepers built shelters. Until the beaches were wired and mined, we had spent many afternoons filling sandbags for the local defences’.​[17]
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4 Hastings Grammar boys digging trenches at the school, September 1938.

––––––––

[image: ]


Ken Perkins also remembers returning from the summer holiday ready to enter the fifth year and quite enjoying the trench-digging. Ken remembers that the trenches, dug with pick-axes and shovels, were, rather frustratingly never actually used as shelters​[18] as they were deemed unsuitable by the Borough Engineer. The shelters could, however, be used by the general public if desired.​[19]
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5 Ken Perkins, taken in May 1945 (reproduced by permission of Ken Perkins)

––––––––
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Six months after the Munich agreement had been ratified, Hitler had violated the treaty and annexed Czechoslovakia. As predicted by Hitler, France and Britain stood by and watched. On 30 March 1939 Chamberlain signed a piece of paper which would be the final catalyst for war when he guaranteed Poland would be defended from the Nazi war machine.

In Hastings security measures were put into position and plans involving more than 600 voluntary workers were afoot by May 1939, which were enforceable at a moment’s notice. Hastings could be instantly readied to receive up to 11,000 children and adults from London in the event of war.​[20] The Home Office incorrectly predicted that Hastings would not be an enemy target, as a report shows:


‘Hastings has peculiar geographical advantages owing to the hilly character which has prevented close building areas; that it is considered that Hastings is an almost invulnerable area, to which refugees would be sent for safety and that the town would be amongst the last to be provided with [Morrison] steel shelters’.​[21]



The town’s first black-out passed off successfully on Saturday 8 July 1939 as part of a wider test across Sussex and Kent. The public had been asked to extinguish lights from 11 p.m. until 4 a.m., and, with few exceptions, the town fell into the darkness of the county at the allotted time.​[22] Despite the great lengths to which the Hastings Corporation and the A.R.P. Committee had gone, the general belief was still that there would be no war. The holidaymakers flocked to the town in their customary droves during the summer months, undeterred by the looming crisis and determined not to let Hitler spoil their break. The Hastings & St Leonards Observer found the view on the streets to be rather optimistic, ‘“There will be no war” is the view one hears confidently on every hand by visitors and residents alike’. Paradoxically, this quote fell under the ominous headline of ‘Crisis activity behind the scenes’. The illuminations along the seafront and in Alexandra Park had been extinguished at night since 24 August along with a reduction in street lighting. Rather comically, but the subject of much complaint and criticism, both piers were still heavily illuminated.​[23] Had enemy aircraft crossed the channel at this time they could not have had a better indication of a hidden population! Although the prospect of war was easily and often intentionally ignored, hints of a military build-up began to appear. Olga Walker recalls the mixed feelings felt in Hastings at this time: 


‘The summer holidays of 1939 are remembered as relaxed and jolly, with our tent on the beach and Biddy the Tubman [a popular Hastings entertainer]. In August I went to Girl Guide camp for two weeks, at Lyndhurst in the New Forest, but this was cut short, our Guiders were worried by the imminent threat of war and the sight of tanks on the open road, heading towards the coast. We had travelled by train and at some point on the return trip we passed an aerodrome where the pilots were already sitting in their planes, this shook us and made us realise how near to war we were.’​[24]
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5 Olga Walker and her brother, 1939.

––––––––
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On 1 September 1939, despite the upbeat atmosphere in Hastings, the inevitable outbreak of war was signalled when Hitler’s armies marched into Poland, quickly taking control of the country. Just before 11.30am the same day, the first influx of 300 evacuees arrived at Hastings Train Station. Suddenly the town had turned from the sedate, seaside resort of prior years to a bustling town with a grave task to perform. Buses and trains loaded with schoolchildren arrived in Hastings, unsure of their new surroundings, many of them having never even seen the sea before.​[25]
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