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Preface


A hard, jagged lump of metal has been sitting on the bookshelf in our study for over a decade. It’s a piece of shrapnel from the Second World War – an ugly, spiky little thing that can nick your finger if you’re not careful. But to a young lad called Henry, who discovered it in 1940, still warm from an air raid during the London Blitz, it was a piece of treasure.


Henry gave us this little chunk of history back in 2011, while we were researching our first book, The Sugar Girls. We had come to hear stories about the Tate & Lyle factories in East London, but as so often happens during our interviews, reminiscing about the past took Henry all the way back to his childhood. Soon he was telling us about growing up in the East End amidst air-raid sirens and falling bombs, and as he handed us the unremarkable scrap of metal and described the excitement he had felt at finding it in the rubble, his eyes lit up like a little boy again.


A year or so ago, when we were looking for our next project, Henry’s piece of shrapnel caught our eye. We remembered his story, and decided we wanted to find out more about all the children who had lived through such an extraordinary time. It also reminded us that it was when people talked about their childhoods that they smiled the most, talked the most, remembered the most – even though those memories went back the furthest. Having written several books about grown-ups’ experiences during the war, we wanted to tell the story through the eyes of children.


With the eightieth anniversary of VE Day approaching in May 2025, the project felt even more pressing. For most ‘Blitz Kids’, this will be the last major anniversary they live to see. Their generation is rapidly passing, and we knew this was our last chance to capture their stories.


Children are often forgotten at moments of commemoration, when the achievements and sacrifices of adults take centre stage. Yet there were more than 10 million children living in this country at the start of the war, and they form an important part of the history of homefront Britain.


It was something the king himself recognised at the time. One of our interviewees proudly showed us a letter George VI had sent to every schoolchild in Britain in 1946, thanking them for the role they had played in the war effort:




To-day, as we celebrate victory, I send this personal message to you and all other boys and girls at school. For you have shared in the hardships and dangers of a total war and you have shared no less in the triumph of the Allied Nations.


I know you will always feel proud to belong to a country which was capable of such supreme effort; proud too, of parents and elder brothers and sisters who by their courage, endurance and enterprise brought victory. May these qualities be yours as you grow up and join in the common effort to establish among the nations of the world unity and peace.





For decades, the abiding image of children during the Second World War has been a little boy or girl with a name tag around their neck, carrying their gas mask in a cardboard box as they step on to a steam train that will take them away to safety in the countryside. But the evacuee experience is only part of the wartime story. While we were keen to speak to former evacuees as well, we particularly wanted to know what had happened to those who stayed behind. The children who didn’t go away – or didn’t stay away – and instead lived through the Blitz alongside their parents and older siblings.


What was it like for these children who experienced the Blitz close-up, who spent their nights in cold, cramped air-raid shelters with the rumble of planes and the crash of bombs overhead? How did their young minds make sense of what was going on around them? And what on earth could their parents say to reassure them, when up above someone really was trying to kill them? During the war, 7,736 British children lost their lives thanks to enemy action, accounting for one in eight civilian deaths. Thousands more were injured, many of them seriously.


We now know that the first few years of a child’s life are crucial to building a sense of security in the world and learning to form healthy attachments. What happens to a generation whose first few years of life are among the most dangerous in history? A generation whose early attachments may be severed – not just by evacuation but by fathers being called up to fight, and parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts being wiped out by German bombs?


As parents ourselves, we had seen the impact on children of a more recent global crisis – the Covid-19 pandemic. We witnessed first-hand the repercussions for children’s mental health, not to mention the disruption to their education. But at least now we have the language to talk about what they’ve been through, and the psychological interventions to address it. Neither of those things existed in 1940s Britain. Children who experienced the horrors of the Blitz were generally left to ‘just get on with it’.


How did the inevitable trauma this generation carried affect them, both at the time and later in life? And how did their young minds, subject to the double censorship of the government and their parents, who did their best to hide uncomfortable truths about the war, make sense of the madness going on in the world around them?


We wanted to find out.


Tracking down people in their late eighties and nineties isn’t easy. They’re often living in care homes or sheltered accommodation, where staff are rightly suspicious of strangers who knock on the door asking to speak to the residents. They’re not usually in Facebook groups or on local history forums and don’t often make it out to bingo nights, coffee mornings or community centres, although we did find people in all those places too.


In some cases, interviewees’ children saw posts we had put on social media and got in touch, although they understandably wanted reassurance that we were who we said we were. ‘How do I know you’re not con artists?’ one man asked before he would let us meet his elderly mother.


Some relatives insisted on sitting in on our interviews, and often proved incredibly helpful at jogging their parents’ memories or repeating our questions at a louder volume. Sometimes they ended up learning things they’d never known about their own family history. One woman’s grown-up daughters were shocked to discover that the patch of grass they’d played on as children was the spot where their mother’s best friend Pamela had lived, until a bomb fell on the house and killed her. ‘I’ll never forget you, Pamela,’ their mother kept repeating, her eyes filled with tears.


Our research for this book took us all over the country. We were keen to focus not just on the Blitz in London – famous throughout the world – but on the less well-known blitzes in other British cities as well. Given the time constraints, we weren’t able to cover all of them, but we aimed for as wide a geographical spread as possible, including Birmingham, Liverpool, Coventry, Southampton, Bristol and Belfast.


As a result, our research involved a lot of travel to unfamiliar places, and getting to grips with the geography not just of the present but of the past. We spent many hours wandering around in search of streets that didn’t exist any more, and discovering parks and housing estates on the site of bombed-out houses, schools, churches or factories. We wondered if the people living in these communities now had any idea of the tragic events that had taken place there all those years earlier.


One positive legacy of the Covid-19 pandemic is that many elderly people are now comfortable using Zoom, and as a result we were able to cast our net as widely as possible, speaking to former Blitz Kids now living in France, Spain, Canada, the United States and New Zealand. But there’s no substitute for sitting down with someone in their living room, losing track of time over endless cups of sweet tea and mountains of biscuits.


We were often surprised at how well prepared our interviewees were for our meetings. Many opened the door to us with old photographs spread out in readiness on the kitchen table. Others had dug out wartime ration books, identity cards, telegrams, medals, or ‘souvenirs’ such as Henry’s lump of shrapnel. Handling these tangible pieces of the past, which must lie scattered throughout cupboards, drawers and shoeboxes all over Britain, helped bring their stories to life.


The relics also served as memory aids for our interviewees. One man held his father’s army medal and recalled how he had failed to recognise his dad when he came home at the end of the war. A woman showed us the reams of letters her father had written to her mother while he was in a prisoner-of-war camp, and described how devastated she had been when the missives stopped arriving.


When trying to extract memories that, in many cases, haven’t surfaced for the best part of a lifetime, we’ve found that it’s best to allow minds to meander and not to expect stories to be told in order, or even from beginning to end. As old synapses begin firing, one memory can set off another – and too many questions will break the flow. The task of making sense of it all, piecing together a timeline and a narrative, has to come later.


Sometimes, inevitably, our interviews brought up difficult emotions. But surprisingly, the tears didn’t tend to come when they described houses being bombed or people dying. Far more devastating, for many of our Blitz Kids, was remembering happy times with loved ones who are no longer around. One woman remained perfectly composed while talking about the damage wrought by bombs and bullets, but both she and her son burst into tears when she told us about her much-missed late husband.


Even a book about the Blitz can’t be all doom and gloom. A lot of our interviewees were riotously funny. In fact, many told us the war was a wonderful time to be a kid. With hardly any cars being driven thanks to petrol rationing, children owned the streets. Air raids opened up new areas to play in the middle of built-up cities. Bombed-out buildings became Wendy houses and adventure playgrounds. It was a time when children still had the freedom to roam, even in urban areas, and parents were largely content not knowing where they were, as long as they came home for dinner. Many of our Blitz Kids feel sorry for their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, whose childhoods are so much more restricted.


A surprising number of people we spoke to said they never felt afraid during air raids – some, apparently, even found them exciting. Could that really be true, we wondered? Had they suppressed their difficult emotions, or been told it was wrong or even unpatriotic to admit fear? One little girl was instructed not to cry during an air raid because it was ‘what Hitler would have wanted’. Other children were told that the sickly feeling they felt in their tummies wasn’t really fear but a reaction to the vibration of planes flying overhead.


Overwhelmingly, we were struck by how generous our Blitz Kids were, both with their time and their memories. Approaching the end of their lives, some felt a strong urge to pass on their stories before it’s too late. Many of them clearly enjoyed speaking to us, talking non-stop for six hours or more. For too many older people, feeling that someone is really listening to what they have to say, and sees their life as valuable and important, is a rare experience. After we interviewed a man with terminal cancer, his wife told us on the way out that the experience had really boosted his spirits. A woman whose mother was in the early stages of dementia said it had made her feel her life was important and meaningful.


It was hard, at times, to tell people that we couldn’t guarantee their stories would make it into the book. We interviewed more than eighty people but decided to focus on just fifteen stories, choosing a representative cross-section of experiences, places, ages and backgrounds – and, of course, those with the most interesting tales to tell. Inevitably for this age group, there are more women still alive than men, and the selection in the book reflects this. But we hope that, between them, the stories we have chosen provide a sense of the wide range of experiences that the war brought for children. Those we didn’t manage to include, we will be gradually adding to our website: www.blitzkids.co.uk.


Spending several hours with someone, talking about their family background, their childhood, their happiest memories and their most heartbreaking moments can be a very intense experience. You get to know the person very deeply, very quickly, and at times it can feel like a therapy session. By the end of a good interview, you’ve formed a bond with the interviewee and saying goodbye can be a wrench.


Several Blitz Kids wouldn’t let us leave before they had given us something – books or DVDs about the war, sandwiches wrapped in tin foil for the journey home, apples from their garden (along with detailed instructions for baking them), a bunch of bananas – even, in one case, a little bird ornament, which a lovely lady in Bristol gave us ‘to remember her by’. It now perches on our bookshelf, next to Henry’s jagged lump of shrapnel.


Gifts like these were all very much appreciated. But every one of our interviewees had already given us the greatest gift of all: their story.









1


MAUREEN


At three years old, Maureen Hunt was too young to join her brother and sister when they were evacuated from East London to Somerset, but she went to the station with her mother to wave them off.


On the platform, all the other mothers and children were in floods of tears. When Maureen looked up, she was relieved to see that her own mum wasn’t crying.


‘Look after your brother,’ Mrs Hunt told Maureen’s sister Phyllis, forcing a smile.


She turned to little Ken. ‘Make sure the two of you stay together.’


She kissed them both on the cheek and they climbed aboard the train, their gas masks dangling from their shoulders. Maureen thought they looked smaller and more fragile than usual.


‘Why do they have to go?’ she asked her mother.


‘Just to get out of London for a bit, while the war’s on,’ Mrs Hunt explained.


As the train began to pull away, Maureen gripped her mother’s hand tightly.


‘Where will they live?’ she asked anxiously.


‘With another family,’ Mrs Hunt told her. ‘In the countryside.’


At the thought of her brother and sister living with strangers, Maureen began to cry.


‘But – but they won’t know anybody there!’ she sobbed.


‘No,’ said her mother gently. ‘But it’s the same for all the children.’


‘I want to go with them!’ Maureen wailed, tears streaming down her face now. ‘Why can’t I go with them?’


Her mother tried to explain that she wasn’t old enough, but Maureen wouldn’t listen. She cried all the way home, thinking of the brother and sister she had lost.


Maureen’s siblings were far from the only kids leaving home for an unknown destination. Two days before Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, the government had begun Operation Pied Piper – a mass evacuation of children from London and other cities considered potential targets for air raids. Some 800,000 kids left their homes, often with no idea where in the country they were going, each carrying a stamped addressed postcard so they could write home as soon as they arrived.


In the countryside, any household with room to spare could be compelled to take in an evacuee or risk a fine, although the ‘host families’ were paid ten shillings and sixpence for the inconvenience.


It was left to parents to make the difficult decision of whether to send their children away or not, but in London almost half of all children were evacuated. Trains left the capital’s main stations every nine minutes for nine hours a day, with thousands of members of the Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) on hand to take care of the evacuees.


With her siblings away in Somerset, Maureen was forced to adjust to her new life as an only child. The Hunts lived on Gurley Street, a stone’s throw from Bromley-by-Bow Station in the London borough of Poplar. Maureen was friends with a couple of kids on the street, but she had been very close to her brother and sister, and without them around she didn’t quite know what to do with herself.


The family didn’t have much money, and apart from her favourite doll there were very few toys in the house. But Maureen had grown up surrounded by books, since her mother was a keen reader and made sure the shelves were well stocked. By the time Maureen was four, curling up with a good book had already become one of her favourite pastimes.


Mrs Hunt’s own taste in literature was not exactly child-friendly. No one would have guessed it to meet her, but Maureen’s kind and generous mother had a passion for bloodthirsty thrillers. At the cinema, she loved to watch the latest gangster flick, while her husband much preferred a Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movie.


Mr Hunt was a concrete leveller by trade but was semi-retired, following a workplace accident. He walked with a limp and had severe varicose veins that bulged out of his legs, and the doctor had warned him not to do any more manual labour. Now he made what money he could doing odd jobs for the council, sweeping the streets and laying down ashes when it snowed. If there was nothing going locally, he would get the bus into town and wander around all day looking for work. When war came, Mr Hunt was declared unfit for army service, but he volunteered as a fire watcher on the top of the nearby Bryant & May match factory.


Despite the difficult hand life had dealt him, Mr Hunt was permanently cheerful, and the house on Gurley Street was a happy one. The radio was on from first thing in the morning until last thing at night, and he could always be found singing along to all the latest songs. Maureen took after her father and was constantly singing and dancing.


‘Perhaps she’ll end up on the stage one day,’ he mused, watching her performing in the back yard.


‘Not if I can help it!’ his wife replied. ‘She’ll have a proper job.’


Mrs Hunt herself had a ‘proper job’, working as a bookkeeper for a Jewish family called the Reubens, who owned the local fish and chip shop. Maureen went to nursery while she worked, since Mrs Hunt didn’t have her own mother around any more to help look after the kids. Her father, Maureen’s grandad, lived not far away but was in very bad health, having been gassed in the trenches in the last war. He had terrible chest problems and went down with bronchitis every winter without fail. Despite his breathing difficulties, he always insisted on taking Maureen out for a walk whenever he saw her. They would make their way slowly, hand in hand, stopping every few minutes when Grandad started wheezing.


As they walked around the neighbourhood, Maureen noticed strange changes taking place. All along her street, the windows had been crossed out with strips of brown tape, as if someone was playing a giant game of noughts and crosses. Up above, she saw what looked like silver elephants floating in the sky, as barrage balloons were installed along the docks to protect them from enemy aircraft.


In the Hunts’ back yard there was now an Anderson shelter with a curved, corrugated iron roof covered in soil, which made Maureen think of a giant rabbit burrow. The shelters, which were provided for free to households with an income of less than £250 a year, were intended to protect families from bomb blasts and falling debris, but wouldn’t be much use in the event of a direct hit.


The street lights never came on any more, and Maureen’s mother had hung a set of heavy blackout curtains over the windows. If anyone mistakenly left a chink of light showing, the local Air Raid Precautions (ARP) warden came knocking on their door, ordering them to cover it up.


Londoners expected German bombs to start falling at any moment, but other than a few isolated incidents, the raids failed to materialise. By the end of the year, many children who had been evacuated at the start of the war returned home, flouting government posters warning them this was exactly what Hitler wanted them to do. But Maureen’s siblings, Phyllis and Ken, remained in Somerset.


With barely any fighting taking place on the Continent, the early months of the conflict had gained the nickname the ‘Phoney War’. For now, the main fight was at sea, as the Battle of the Atlantic raged. Merchant ships were torpedoed, leading to food shortages, and in January 1940 rationing had to be introduced for the first time in twenty years.


Butter, sugar, bacon and ham were the first goods to go on the ration, but for children the far more concerning changes were those which were gradually applied to chocolate and sweets. Kids over six months old were allowed two ounces of confectionary a week, and when Maureen went to the sweet shop she would agonise over how best to use her precious coupons. Sometimes she spent a good half-hour staring at the jars of liquorice allsorts and dolly mixture and bars of Cadbury’s chocolate, before coming away with a little paper bag containing just a few Maltesers.


Mrs Hunt, meanwhile, was worried about the lack of fruit available at the greengrocer’s, where oranges and bananas had now become a distant memory. When Maureen came out in a rash one day, the doctor told her mother it was the result of vitamin C deficiency, and urged her to give her daughter more citrus fruit. Unfortunately, the only thing Mrs Hunt could find was a lemon.


She cut it in half and handed it to Maureen. ‘Suck the juice out and pretend it’s an orange,’ she said.


Maureen did as she was told, wincing as tears pricked her eyes.


As spring gave way to summer, the war suddenly felt much closer to home. After the fall of France and the British retreat at Dunkirk, the fight moved to the skies over southern England, as RAF Spitfires did battle with German Messerschmitts in the Battle of Britain.


When Maureen’s grandad saw RAF planes flying overhead, he would raise a fist to the sky and shout, ‘Go on, boys – give ’em what for!’ Like most men of his generation, he was furious that the Germans had started another world war.


But for many kids, the aerial dogfights were an exciting spectacle. They enjoyed imitating the planes, running around with outstretched arms and pretending to machine-gun their friends.


Other games focused on the expected German bombing. That summer, at a play centre in Bethnal Green, nine-year-olds were observed playing at air raids. One of the girls assumed the role of Teacher, telling the others not to panic and checking that everyone had their gas masks, while the boys raced around the room screaming ‘Help!’ and knocking over furniture.


How kids would cope with the real thing, if and when it came, was a very different question. Housewife magazine reassured mothers that their little ones would likely be oblivious to the danger: ‘Air raids will only mean a great noise to younger children, and provided Daddy and Mummy won’t mind, they won’t.’


But for older kids, they recommended a strictly rational approach: ‘Reassure them by admitting the danger, but stressing the very long odds against them being hit.’


In August 1940, a number of children in London did experience their first air raid, as the capital suffered a series of ‘nuisance raids’ – minor attacks used to train bomber crews and test British defences. Over the next few weeks, Londoners became used to the frequent sound of the air-raid siren, dubbed ‘Wailing Winnie’ or ‘Moaning Minnie’. But since no intensive bombing campaign followed, before long not everyone bothered to go into the shelters when they heard it.


With her birthday approaching, Maureen’s parents were more concerned about their daughter being lonely without her siblings around, so Mr Hunt decided to surprise her with an early birthday present. Knowing that she adored cats, he headed to a pet shop on the Bow Road and picked out a fluffy black kitten with a little white tuft under its chin.


He returned home and presented Maureen with her new playmate. At the sight of the tiny creature looking up at her with its big blue eyes, Maureen immediately fell in love. She took the kitten into her arms and covered its soft head with kisses.


Mr Hunt was pleased. ‘What are you going to call it?’ he asked.


Maureen looked at the little black fluffball in her hand. ‘Dinky!’ she replied, without hesitation.


A few days later, on Saturday, 7 September, Maureen was busy playing with Dinky in the back yard when the air-raid siren sounded. She watched as the neighbours, a family with twin boys, began heading into their Anderson shelter.


Maureen picked up her little kitten and ran inside. An ARP warden was hammering on the front door and Maureen’s mother opened it. ‘Mrs Hunt, you must get into a shelter!’ the man said. ‘I’d go to the one at Lusty’s if I were you.’


The W. Lusty & Sons furniture factory on nearby Empson Street had a specially made concrete air-raid shelter for staff, but local people were allowed to use it too.


‘Come on, love,’ Maureen’s mother called. ‘We’ve got to go.’


Maureen put Dinky down, and her mother helped her on with her coat. She grabbed her favourite doll, before she and her mother ran out the door.


By the time they got to the shelter at the furniture factory, it was standing room only. It felt cold in the shelter despite all the people crowded together, and Maureen hated the concrete smell of the place. She buried her face in her mother’s coat, hugging her doll tightly.


The shelter was partially underground, but nevertheless the roar of planes and the thud of bombs could soon be heard overhead. Maureen found the noises very frightening, but every time she looked up at her mother, Mrs Hunt gave her a reassuring smile.


Outside, the horror that Londoners had dreaded had finally arrived. A swarm of 348 bombers and 500 fighter planes was making its way up the Thames, heading for East London and the docks. The first bombs fell on the Ford motor factory in Dagenham, the largest car plant in Europe, which was now producing military vehicles. The vast Beckton gasworks were also hit, leaving large areas of East London without gas. In Woolwich, the Royal Arsenal and the Siemens works were set alight, and fires raged at Harland & Wolff’s North Woolwich shipyard. In East Ham, twenty-five people died when a bomb fell on a railway bridge and demolished a number of shops in the high street. The local Woolworths was flattened, trapping people in the basement underneath. In West Ham, Queen Mary’s Hospital was hit, killing six patients and two nurses, while a whole family was wiped out when a Messerschmidt fighter plane crash-landed on their Anderson shelter.


The onslaught continued for over an hour, until the all clear sounded just after 6 p.m. Maureen and her mother emerged from the shelter to find the world around them a chaotic blur of smoke, flame and water. The furniture factory had been set alight by incendiary bombs and all seventeen acres of it was burning to the ground, along with 20,000 tables and chairs. Fire engines tore past with their bells ringing furiously, and enormous jets of water doused smoking, blackened shells that were barely recognisable as buildings.


Maureen’s eyes stung from the heat of the fires. She felt her mother’s grip on her tighten as they headed in the direction of Gurley Street, tripping over stray bricks and coughing from the smoke. Devas Street, the road before theirs, had been hit, the rows of terraced houses that had stood there less than two hours ago now gone.


As they turned the corner into their own road, Mrs Hunt gasped. Gurley Street had been completely obliterated, leaving only a smoking wasteland. All the families who had taken cover in their Anderson shelters that afternoon, including their neighbours with the twin boys, were now dead, buried beneath the scorched earth.


Maureen and her mother picked their way along slowly, scanning the rubble for any remnant of their own home. After wandering around disorientated for a while, Maureen spotted a brown leather satchel belonging to her sister, Phyllis, poking out of the debris, and realised they had found the spot where their house had once been. Maureen stood staring in disbelief, unable to comprehend that the home she knew so well had been reduced to the smouldering pile of rubble before her.


The little bag was all that remained of the family’s possessions. Everything else was gone: their furniture, family photographs, the children’s toys and all the books Mrs Hunt had collected for them. All they had now were the clothes on their backs and the one little doll that Maureen had been carrying.


But Maureen’s only thought was for her kitten. As they surveyed the wreckage, she suddenly noticed something black and fluffy on the ground. ‘Dinky!’ she cried.


Before her mother could stop her, she ran over to where the little cat lay. But as she got closer, she realised something was wrong. Dinky wasn’t moving, and her tiny body was twisted strangely. The beautiful blue eyes were open, but they now stared blankly from her face. Maureen burst into tears.


‘Don’t cry,’ Mrs Hunt said, putting her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. ‘We’ll get you another one.’


But her words didn’t comfort Maureen. Nothing could ever replace Dinky.


Through her tears, she saw a figure limping towards them in the smoke.


‘Daddy!’ she cried.


Despite his bad leg, Mr Hunt had run all the way home from the Bryant & May factory as soon as he’d heard that Gurley Street had been hit.


‘Thank God, you’re all right!’ he cried. He threw his arms around his wife and daughter, dizzy with relief.


They had nothing in the world now, but at least they had each other.


The Hunts headed to the local school, which had been turned into an emergency rest centre. Since Poplar was one of the boroughs worst hit in the raid, the place was packed with families who had been made homeless, many of them in a state of shock and confusion. Red Cross workers did their best to comfort them, bringing round blankets, cups of tea and sandwiches.


Maureen sat clutching her doll, so shaken by what had happened that she could barely speak. Every time she tried to say something she stuttered and couldn’t seem to get the words out.


Just after 8 p.m., the siren sounded again, as a second wave of bombers arrived to drop more incendiaries and high explosives on to the already burning streets and docks. In Bermondsey, seventy-three people died, many of them when another school being used as a rest centre was bombed. In North Woolwich, the station was hit and the railway line damaged. In one of the worst incidents of the raid, a 50kg bomb dropped down a narrow ventilation shaft into a shelter in Columbia Road, Bethnal Green, containing more than 1,000 people. The blast swept babies from their prams before their mothers had a chance to protect them, and several support pillars collapsed, killing forty-five people and injuring many more. In one family, the parents survived but all three children were killed.


Fires raged in the factories and warehouses along the docks. Barrels of rum exploded like bombs, while paint, rubber, tea, sugar and soap burned, sending out clouds of black smoke so thick that firefighters could only tackle them from afar.


By the time the second all clear sounded eight hours later, a total of 649 tons of high explosives and 100,000 incendiary bombs had been dropped on London over the course of that night.


When morning broke, Mrs Hunt went to see a local friend, Mrs Godfrey, who agreed to take the family in until they could find somewhere else to live. Maureen and her parents showed up on the doorstep with not so much as a toothbrush between them, but Mrs Godfrey went out of her way to find them everything they needed.


That day, Winston Churchill came to East London to survey the damage wrought by the Luftwaffe. On visiting the site of the air-raid shelter at Colombia Road where so many families had died, he broke down in tears. ‘You see, he really cares,’ exclaimed one old lady.


As the crowds mobbed the prime minister, there were cries of ‘We can take it, Winnie!’ from the undaunted East Enders.


‘Black Saturday’, as it became known, turned out to be the blueprint for the eight-month bombardment that followed. Almost every night an average of 200 to 300 bombers returned, the first wave dropping incendiaries, which started fires that lit up the targets for the high-explosive bombs that followed. In the month of September, 5,730 Londoners were killed and 9,003 seriously injured. By November, in Poplar alone, 800 homes had been lost and 13,200 badly damaged.


The sustained bombing campaign soon gained a new name, taken from the German word for lightning: ‘the Blitz’.


After a couple of weeks, the Hunts were allocated a new home on Devons Road – a five-minute walk from their old house on Gurley Street.


Maureen was disappointed to discover that it was just a flat above a grocer’s, part of a little parade of shops on the street. Inside, it was very small, with only one bedroom, and completely unfurnished.


But Mr Hunt was undaunted. ‘This’ll be all right!’ he said cheerfully.


They moved in straight away, sleeping on the floor since they didn’t have any beds. Over the next few days, Mrs Hunt set about searching the shops for pots, pans, plates and cutlery, replacing all the essentials of everyday life that they had lost. In time, under the government’s war damage to property scheme, they were able to buy some furniture too.


There was no help for families to deal with the other kinds of damage the raids had caused, however. Maureen was still so traumatised by that night that the stutter she had developed hadn’t gone away. When she tried to speak, the words just wouldn’t come out, and she stamped her foot in frustration.


Concerned, her mother took her to the doctor. ‘It’s pure nerves,’ he said. ‘The bombing’s got to her.’


The doctor said there was nothing he could do, but Mrs Hunt wasn’t going to give up so easily. She was determined to help her daughter, and whenever Maureen started to stutter, she gently encouraged her to slow down and say the sentence again. Gradually, the problem began to improve, although it always got worse when Maureen felt anxious.


Unfortunately, with the bombs falling almost every night now, Maureen was anxious much of the time. As she watched the grown-ups around her going about their business as usual, she felt as if they were all just going through the motions, pretending that normal life still existed when really all any of them were doing was surviving.


Maureen and her mother were now constantly running to the public air-raid shelter next to St Andrew’s Hospital. They couldn’t have set mealtimes any more, because as soon as they sat down at the table the siren would invariably go off. No one ever made any plans since they didn’t know if they would be around from one day to the next. A feeling of uncertainty hung over everything.


Maureen was exhausted from all the sleepless nights, but she found she couldn’t nap at nursery during the daytime. The staff were always urging the children to get as much rest as they could on their little fold-out beds, but Maureen just wasn’t able to drop off. There was so much going on in the world around her, and she had so many questions.


She knew there was another country called Germany, and a man called Hitler, but she couldn’t understand why they would want to drop bombs on Bromley-by-Bow every night.


‘Why are they doing it to us, Mum?’ she asked.


‘Hitler just wants to rule the world,’ was the only explanation her mother could supply.


Thankfully, the festive season brought a short reprieve from the bombing, with the Luftwaffe staying away for all of Christmas Day and Boxing Day. To Maureen’s delight, her brother and sister returned from the countryside for the holidays and the whole family squeezed into the little flat on Devons Road, the children sleeping in the living room.


But the Christmas spirit didn’t last. On 29 December, the Luftwaffe made up for lost time, dropping 127 tons of high explosives and 22,068 incendiaries on the City of London, in one of the worst raids so far. The resulting blaze destroyed a bigger area than the Great Fire of 1666.


Maureen had already experienced the Blitz, but for her older siblings, who had been away in the countryside, the raids were a shock to the system. Just as Maureen had developed her stutter before, the experience took a toll on the other children’s nerves. Ken began sleepwalking for the first time in his life. Every night, Mrs Hunt would find him wandering about, fast asleep but with his eyes wide open. Phyllis became so anxious that one day she collapsed with a violent seizure. Her mother had to take her to hospital, where the doctors prescribed her phenobarbital.


Maureen’s brother and sister soon returned to the peace and quiet of the countryside, but in Bromley-by-Bow, the Blitz continued relentlessly. A raid on 19 March 1941 saw more than 120,000 incendiaries dropped on London – the highest number to date – causing 1,881 separate fires. In Poplar alone, eighty-five people were killed, and just across the River Lea in West Ham, a fire at the Gas Light and Coke Company left eleven local authorities with no gas supply for days. Then four weeks later, on 16 April, an even heavier raid caused 2,251 fires and killed over 1,000 people. Public buildings including the Houses of Parliament, National Gallery and St Paul’s Cathedral were damaged.


On 19 April, Hitler’s fifty-second birthday, the Luftwaffe celebrated with its heaviest raid yet, dropping more than 1,000 tons of high explosives for the first and only time during the Blitz, as well as 153,096 incendiaries – the largest number in any raid on Britain. Each incendiary bomb carried enough flammable material to burn for about fifteen minutes, long enough to start a nasty fire if they plunged through the roof of a house and set the attic ablaze.


One of the worst tragedies of the night occurred a short walk from Maureen’s home on Devons Road, when a parachute mine hit the roof of the Old Palace School in St Leonard’s Street, then being used as an auxiliary fire station. The bomb fell down the stairwell and landed in the watch room, killing two firewomen. Firemen standing in the school playground outside were caught in the blast and buried by falling masonry, as part of the building collapsed and the rest caught fire.


Some of the men were still alive and calling for help in the early hours of that morning, as rescuers tried to clear the rubble. But none of them could be reached in time. It took a week to dig out all the bodies, which piled up in a temporary mortuary on Devons Road. In all, thirty-four people died in the Old Palace School bombing, the greatest loss of Fire Brigade lives in a single incident in either war or peace.


*


Since moving into the flat on Devons Road, Maureen and her parents had been spending more time at her paternal grandmother’s house, which was just a couple of minutes’ walk away on Tibbatt’s Road. Grandma Hunt looked like a fragile old lady, but she was an East Ender through and through, and not even falling bombs could faze her. ‘We just have to get on with it the best we can,’ she said matter-of-factly.


Maureen and her parents were at her house one day when the air-raid siren sounded, and they all ran into Grandma’s Anderson shelter in the back yard.


When the all clear came, they said goodbye to Grandma and walked back round to Devons Road, only to find that their flat no longer existed.


The little row of shops above which they lived had been hit in the daytime raid and was now nothing more than a pile of burning rubble.


‘Not again!’ Maureen’s mother said, staring at it in disbelief.


The shops and all their contents had gone up in flames, along with the belongings that Mrs Hunt had so painstakingly replaced after being bombed out before.


‘Right, well, we’ll just have to start all over again,’ said Mr Hunt, undeterred as usual.


Maureen and her parents threw themselves on the mercy of her mother’s friend Mrs Godfrey once more, while Mr Hunt got on to the council about getting them somewhere new to live.


The Hunts were offered a house on Old Ford Road in Bow. When they went to see it, they were shocked at how dilapidated it was, with rainwater dripping in through several holes in the roof. But there were two decent-sized bedrooms and a box room, and it was near the lovely little Grove Hall Park. Mr Hunt could see its potential.


‘I think we could make ourselves a home here,’ he said confidently.


So it was that for a second time the Hunts moved house with nothing but the clothes on their backs. They got the roof fixed and Maureen’s mother began her search for pots and pans all over again.


Gradually, Maureen’s parents managed to make the place feel like a home, and they were even able to invite Grandad to move in with them.


On the night of 10 May, the London Blitz ended – quite literally – with a bang. It was the last attack of the eight-month bombing campaign, and for many Londoners, it was also one of the worst. Overall, Poplar sustained less damage than some of the other boroughs that night, with just 32 deaths compared to 138 in Southwark, 110 in Westminster and 87 in Camberwell – but Bow Church, less than 200 yards from Maureen’s new home on Old Ford Road, took a direct hit.


The following morning, Maureen gazed up at the ruins of the bell tower, the top of which had been blasted to smithereens. Outside, the statue of Gladstone holding his hand aloft was strewn with clothes blown out of nearby houses.


Across London, the raid claimed almost 1,500 lives, the most that had ever died in one night in the city’s history. More than 12,000 people were left homeless. But when it was over, the capital enjoyed a two-and-a-half-year period of peace, except for the odd minor ‘tip-and-run’ raid. In later years, this period of relative calm would be known as the Lull.


Over eight long months, London had been bombarded with over 18,000 tons of high explosive. More than 28,000 Londoners had been killed, and almost as many again sent to hospital with serious injuries. But now, at long last, the horrific bombing campaign had come to an end.


Phyllis and Ken were allowed to come home, and the Hunt family were finally together again. Maureen was thrilled to have her siblings back, and she and Phyllis spent all their spare time singing the American songs they’d heard on the wireless. Their favourite was ‘I’ll Be With You In Apple Blossom Time’, and they could perform the harmonies perfectly.


To their delight, their next-door neighbour on Old Ford Road, Mr Jones, had an upright piano and could play any tune by ear. Every Sunday morning, he would play all the latest songs for them while they danced in the garden.


The Hunts’ fortunes seemed to be changing. Although the fish and chip shop that Mrs Hunt worked for had been bombed out, her husband soon had a new opportunity. An old friend of his, Mr French, had been killed by a German bomb while out walking his dog, and ever since his widow had been struggling to keep their grocer’s shop going. Eventually she asked Maureen’s father if he would take over the business. Mr Hunt agreed, and the sign outside was duly changed to ‘Hunt’s Stores’.


Maureen could see how happy her father was, welcoming all the customers each morning in his bright white coat. The shop prospered, and Mr Hunt could finally give his family all the things they had never been able to afford before. He bought Maureen dancing lessons and took her to the Mile End Odeon to see The Wizard of Oz five times, since they both loved it so much.


Sitting in the packed auditorium, Maureen watched entranced as the dreary black and white of Kansas gave way to glorious Technicolor. It was the most magical thing she had ever seen.


As far as Maureen was concerned, the dark days of the Blitz were far behind her.
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