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FOREWORD


World War II has featured in so many stories told by our visitors to the barn over the last eight years. So it was a really tough job to choose a selection from the hundreds of wartime items that have come through the doors to appear in this book.


We hope you will enjoy exploring the fascinating stories attached to these items and finding out a little more about some of our experts’ own family memories.


Although 2025 marks the 80th anniversary of the end of World War II, it often doesn’t seem that long ago. We still talk a lot about that war; it left a mark on our lives in so many ways.


On the London street where I grew up, there were Victorian houses with big spaces in between. As a child, I would ask why the houses stopped and started again, to be told that the gaps were where houses had been bombed and destroyed in the war. I remember being very shocked by that.


In my own garden there is still an Anderson shelter, which the wartime owners would have taken cover in when bombs were falling. Being born after the war, you’re in such a privileged situation. You don’t have to run and hide.


For a lot of people, World War II represents a strong link to their family. It’s often the subject of colourful, tragic or inspiring tales handed down through the generations. Some may have never got to meet their grandparents, but visitors will arrive at the barn with items that come that have stories attached to them. Perhaps it was a pocket watch that stopped that bullet from going into their grandfather’s heart, which saved his life. One of the privileges we have at The Repair Shop is listening to such histories.


The term ‘lest we forget’ is often in our minds. We’re helping people who are trying to remember those who have fallen, hearing examples of bravery and family members going above and beyond the call of duty. Bringing in precious items attached to these memories can be very emotional; it encompasses a lot of different feelings. We are reminded of just what it means to people to have things fixed. It’s a huge responsibility and, again, a privilege for us to be able to do this in the barn.


All around the world there are little things that remind people of World War II, but still, it’s easy to forget what actually happened. That is why this book is so important. Every single one of the objects we feature here will remind you of what people went through, whether they were at home or serving their country overseas.


Through their own family memories, and their involvement in mending and restoring everything from wartime cookbooks and damaged toys to secret radios and cameras smuggled into prison camps, our experts talk movingly about their own experiences relating to this pivotal time in history.


We hope you cherish and treasure this book, which we hope is a lasting memento of the 80th anniversary of VE Day.


Will Kirk
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[image: An underground tunnel is crowded with people, some seated and others standing, while belongings and bedding lie along the sides. A woman distributes items to another woman in an underground tunnel, surrounded by seated people. Women in work overalls stand in a line near a truck, receiving items from another woman handing out things.]


Sheltering from air raids was common during the Blitz, and many lives as well as treasured items were lost during the bombings. With the men away, women took on essential roles on the home front.





Everyone on the home front was expected to play their part in the war effort, from planting vegetables in their back gardens to joining up to serve in one of the UK-based services, such as the Women’s Land Army.


Life was hard, but it became full of fresh adventure for many people. In this chapter, we hear about Shaun Coles’ great-great aunt Pauline Davidson, whose leather cook’s bag is looking rather worse for wear. Serving in the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service), the women’s branch of the Army, Pauline worked her way up the ranks to become Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill’s cook.


Living under German occupation in the Channel Islands, Rosemary Westley’s father personified the wartime spirit of ‘make do and mend’ by building his own secret radio from household objects so that he could listen to the forbidden news bulletins. See how our experts got it working again here.


Several of our Repair Shop experts, including radio expert Mark Stuckey – who made that secret radio work again – remember growing up in the shadow of the war. His dad was an Air Raid Patrol (ARP) warden in London, and Mark shares his own family’s wartime experiences on here, remembering playing on old bomb sites as a child.


So although it may seem a long time ago, the mark that World War II left on family life is indelible. Tragically, air raids alone are estimated to have killed up to 70,000 people across the UK; countless family homes were destroyed, particularly in cities such as London, Sheffield, Coventry, Birmingham, Glasgow and Belfast.


Some of the most touching wartime objects that we’ve mended at The Repair Shop are those rescued from ruins; a music box saved from a family’s home in Kent (one of the few items to survive that hit), as well as Bertie, a shop mannequin found intact after bombs destroyed a family tailoring business in the East End of London.





Suzie breathes new life into this unassuming bag that has a very special home front story to tell.


[image: A collage features an old leather bag, Susie examining it, and the front of the leather bag in a close-up view.]






CHURCHILL’S COOK’S BAG


The attaché bag belonging to Shaun Coles’ great-great aunt Pauline Davidson contains a fascinating glimpse into her wartime life. Joining the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) in 1939, she worked her way up to become cook to Sir Winston Churchill at Downing Street and Chequers, the Prime Minister’s Kent weekend retreat. Her family hope Suzie Fletcher can restore the bag and preserve its history.


Recipes for beef, lamb and game birds such as pheasants, scrapbooks, itineraries, guest lists of illustrious visitors – including politicians and military leaders, an engraved cigarette case gifted by America’s General Eisenhower and a signed photograph of Sir Winston Churchill himself have been kept safe by Pauline’s family for more than 80 years.


But the attaché bag itself, engraved with the initials of the then-reigning monarch, George VI, has become worn. There is damage to a corner, one of the two battered straps is broken, and the surface is scratched and marked from use.


Shaun, from Kidwelly in southwest Wales, has brought the bag to the barn on behalf of his family; he would like his grandmother, Pauline’s niece, to see it brought back to pristine condition again.


Suzie Fletcher examines the bag. She discovers that while the sides, handle, straps and binding are all made from leather, the front and back pieces are made of board beneath a covering that resembles leather. Shaun has brought it to her at the right time, she says. All the materials are drying out and cracking and they need urgent care and attention.




[image: An open scrapbook with handwritten notes and a photograph lies on a wooden table.]


Pauline’s bag has kept safe many wartime treasures, including this signed photograph of Sir Winston Churchill.





Suzie’s first job is to clean the exterior of the bag. She uses a brush to remove lots of accumulated dust from the card parts, and a shine quickly begins to come through.


A trickier task is the invisible repair of the damaged corner. Suzie plans to insert a new piece of leather under the tear, then pull the existing leather over it to cover. The challenge is that over more than eight decades the stitching has become well and truly welded in. Suzie selects a fine, curved awl tool and uses it to gently persuade the stitching to come apart, because if she does this too quickly she risks causing more damage.


When this meticulous task is complete, Suzie inserts a thin (0.6mm) piece of leather over the damaged section to give the corner strength without making it too bulky. A very precise application of PVA glue bonds the old and new pieces of leather together. When the glue is dry, she carefully sews the corner back together. It is sturdy once more.


To improve the condition of the covered card surfaces on the front and back of the bag, Suzie applies a thin layer of diluted acrylic paint to blend out the scratches and blemishes.


[image: A collage features a person holding a leather bag with worn areas and damaged corners.]


Replacing both the straps is the final step in the restoration. Suzie makes two replacements, staining them, adding a cold crease to mark lines around the edge and stitching them onto the bag. A final buff up with a shoe-cleaning brush and the bag is ready for action once more.


When he returns to collect it from the barn, Shaun says Suzie’s efforts have done Pauline an incredible amount of justice. He’s going to present the rejuvenated bag of memories to his grandma as a surprise for her birthday.




[image: A hand uses a small brush to clean the worn leather surface of the bag along the damaged edge. The torn edge of the bag is sewn with a thread. Two views show repair work on a leather bag using a fine tool and a thread. A restored leather bag with polished brass lock and straps stands upright, featuring its revived condition.]


Suzie’s careful repairs have ensured Pauline’s bag will keep her treasured memories of her wartime service safe for many years to come.








Richard and Dom preserve these important artworks, which tell a story of Polish World War II history.


[image: Three wartime artworks, including floral paintings and a pencil portrait, rest in wooden frames.]






POLISH ATTIC ART


Dom Chinea is on the road, joining forces with craftspeople around the country to learn about what they do. His travels take him to Nairn, in the Scottish Highlands, where he finds himself going back in time to rescue wartime paintings etched onto attic walls in the local museum. On the way, he meets up with specialist heritage stonemason and lime plasterer Richard Fraser, who leads the rescue mission.


Nairn’s beaches were used as practice grounds for the Normandy landings of 1944, with troops stationed in the town, including soldiers from Poland who were supporting the war effort. At the museum, curator Annie MacDonald takes Dom and Richard up to the attic to show them two paintings done by some of these talented Polish soldiers – it’s not known if the same artist painted them both.


One of these paintings features delicate blue flowers, the other an attractive young woman with a distinctive 1940s hairstyle. Annie likes to think that she was a soldier’s sweetheart.


The plan is for the murals to be – very carefully – removed so they can be framed and go on display for both local people and Polish relatives of the soldiers to see and enjoy them. As Annie says, the paintings are very intimate and they show the endurance of the human spirit during tough times.


The process of removal has to be very delicately performed. The attic walls are made from lime plaster, thickened with animal hair, which has been laid across a lattice of horizontal laths and vertical studs. Starting with the blue flowers, and taking the utmost care, Richard must break into the wall to remove it. Carefully, he first fixes a protective wooden shield across the front of the image. Richard plans to cut around the vertical studs, leaving the ones behind the picture as support. He makes his cuts; gradually, the picture is left hanging on one nail. A gentle wiggle and, amazingly, it’s free.




[image: Richard and Dom examine the wooden backing of an artwork that is damaged, inspecting its condition.]


Richard and Dom manage to get the section of plaster with the blue flowers off the wall in one piece, despite some obstacles in the wall making their job a lot harder!





The young woman has been painted onto paper which is covering the plaster. Richard spots sharp lines indicating that someone has previously tried to cut away the image with a knife. They’ve also tried to peel the paper off the plaster, but in so doing so they’ve removed some of her beautiful hair. Using the same technique as before, Richard attaches a handle diagonally across the front of the wooden board, which he uses to remove the portrait safely.


Both the rescued paintings are taken away to Richard’s workshop for the necessary restoration and conservation work. The back of the portrait is given a fine, runny slurry of casting plaster that flows into the cracks. The flower painting receives a neoprene backing as a soft pillowy base. When the protective covers are removed and, thankfully, both paintings are revealed intact, it’s a real high-five moment for Richard and Dom.


[image: Adhesive from a tube fills the gaps in a cracked wooden surface. Parchment paper covers a damaged artwork in a frame. Richard and Dom position a wooden backing board onto an artwork on a worktable. A delicate painting of two blue flowers on white plaster has cracks and peeling edges.]


The paintings are then consolidated, secured and mounted, ready to go on display. It’s a very special moment as the welcome party of the museum’s volunteers assemble for the grand unveiling. Annie remarks that she doesn’t know how many pieces the paintings were in when they came out of the wall, so she doesn’t know if Dom and Richard are going to show them artworks or jigsaws.


When Annie finally sees the intact paintings, she is astounded, and everybody claps. ‘I didn’t think this could happen,’ she says. ‘It’s absolutely amazing. It tells a story in itself.’




[image: A pencil portrait of a woman on worn plaster shows faded colours and peeling surface areas. A restorer in gloves applies repair material and tape to cracks on the plaster of damaged artwork. A damaged portrait of a woman on plaster lies on a table.]


Richard and Dom’s careful extraction of the two artworks mean they can now be displayed for all to see and tell their story, no longer hidden away in the attic.








Mark has a job on his hands getting this wartime secret radio working again.


[image: A montage shows a worn wartime secret radio, Mark assessing it, and the restored unit.]






SECRET RADIO


When the Germans invaded the Channel Islands in June 1940, they confiscated all the radios and banned residents from listening to the BBC bulletins or hearing any news on the progress of the war. But one man defied this order; Rosemary Westley’s father built his own radio and risked his life so that he could listen in secret. Rosemary brings the radio to the barn to see if Dom and Mark can get it functioning again.


Recalling her childhood memories of wartime, Rosemary reveals that every day her father would tune into the news at two o’clock, then he would write up all the key points and pin the latest happenings onto the noticeboard in his club for all his neighbours to see. It was his way of defying the enemy, Rosemary, who was five months old when the Germans arrived and aged five when they left, says.


When the Channel Islands were liberated in May 1945, Rosemary remembers going to a park with her father – and his radio – and hearing Sir Winston Churchill make his now-famous victory speech.


Rosemary, who now lives in Middlesex, and her daughter Emma Brooks, who lives in Hampshire, arrive at the barn with this treasured radio. Their dearest wish is to see it restored, and possibly even working again. In Rosemary’s words, it’s made of ‘lots of bits and pieces’ that her father gathered together at the time, including an old polish tin, a piece of wood that could have come from the bottom of a lamp and what seem to be curtain hooks as the tuning mechanism. However, the radio is in a sorry state; the cables are damaged and the coil is very loose.




[image: A wartime radio component connects to testing equipment with wires and clips in a close-up view.]


The many elements of the homemade radio are in varying states of repair. To Mark’s surprise, the valve still works, but the coil is no longer functional.





Rosemary and Emma are greeted by metalwork maestro Dom Chinea and electrical and radio expert Mark Stuckey, who are joining forces to try to bring this amazing homemade radio back to life.


To his delight, Mark discovers that the valve – the part that detects and amplifies radio signals – is still operational. But after spending some considerable time rebuilding the radio’s coils and figuring out how they should operate, there’s disappointment. This vital part, which should receive the radio signal, is worn out and simply won’t work at all.


Concerned about wrecking the look with new coils, Mark comes up with a clever plan. He feels strongly that the radio should be preserved as a piece of social history, so he decides to utilise the working valve and its circuitry, but build a modern counterpart for the rest of the mechanism, then connect the two together.


With the valve on display on top, the newly-fashioned element will be hidden in a neat wooden box, which he asks Dom to make. Bringing the old and the new together is the perfect solution; the radio will look the same and, importantly, work once more.




[image: A pair of hands handles a wound coil component, inspecting its wiring in a close-up view. A coil is soldered to metal clips on a base in a close-up view. Hands hold a cylindrical component and wrap a shiny metal wire around it.]


Mark is determined to preserve the history of this special object and maintain its original parts, so he enlists Dom to create a box to cleverly hide the new elements required to get the radio working again.
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