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      I look back on my period of evacuation as one of great significance to me. The experience broadened my character immensely; taught me that there was much more to my country than the suburbs of London and showed me the essential goodness of people. These things have never left me.




      Robert Miller OBE


    








  



    

       

    




    
INTRODUCTION




    When I am asked what it is about the Second World War that fascinates me so much I reply that it is not war but people who excite my interest: how individuals cope in a time of emergency and how such events impact upon their later lives. So when I was challenged a few years ago by a grandfather from Swindon to consider the situation that faced children returning from evacuation after the Second World War my interest was piqued. Patrick Fitzgerald, whose story features in this book, unwittingly set in train one of the most rewarding journeys I have undertaken and revealed to me a vast collection of experiences and reminiscences, both positive and negative.




    It is estimated that over 3 million1 British children were affected by evacuation at one stage or another during the Second World War. They were sent on a mixture of private and government-sponsored schemes to coastal towns, to the country-side, to Canada, the USA, South Africa, New Zealand and Australia. Some children spent six years living away from home. These children were in the minority. Most of the others spent anything from a matter of weeks or months to several years in foster homes, with extended family or living with strangers abroad. They returned, not en masse in May 1945, but randomly at stages throughout the war.




    Essentially there were three waves of evacuation in Britain and one in the Far East. The first was in September 1939 when 1.5 million women and children were moved from the major cities to the countryside in the space of three days. The second came in 1940 in response to the threat of invasion after the fall of France when over 200,000 people were moved out of danger areas, such as the coastal towns, and some 20,000 were sent to live abroad. The third wave, affecting around 1 million people came in the March of 1944 when flying bombs threatened London and south-east England. An almost forgotten evacuation took place in late 1941 and early 1942 in the Far East when the Japanese invaded Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore and the Dutch East Indies. This book looks at the effect of evacuation on children and examines how it affected them on their return.




    I was born long after the end of the war but evacuation did affect my parents’ generation. Although my mother was brought up near Liverpool her mother refused, under family pressure, to have her children shipped out to America. They remained resolutely at home near Willaston and my grandmother was overheard on several occasions to say that if Hitler was going to kill her then she would prefer to die in her own bed. My father was evacuated. He was sent with his school from the Wirral to the Lake District and his experience seems to have been wholly positive. Certainly every time we return to Glenridding, at the south end of beautiful Ullswater, he takes great pride in reminding us that he and Bill Glazebrook shared a room above the post office. The rest of the boys lived in the Glenridding Hotel on the opposite side of the road. Classes were taken in the village hall and all the boys trooped off to Patterdale Church every Sunday. Evacuation features as a short, happy chapter in his war years that ended with a different but fascinating experience of national service in Vienna.




    My father was lucky. He was sent away as one of a group to a structured and familiar way of life – a boys’ prep school. He did not fit the bill of the typical evacuee I had built up in my mind as he faced none of the uncertainties of the 820,000 unaccompanied schoolchildren who in September 1939 were billeted with foster families in villages, often long distances away from their city homes. As I began to research the effect of wartime evacuation on a generation I became increasingly aware of the extraordinary complexity of the six years of movement of children. My father’s story, contrary to my expectation, fitted in to the overall picture perfectly well. It was simply one variation on the theme. There was no ‘typical’ evacuee, neither was there a typical experience. I also became aware that the view of evacuation amongst the general population and, to some extent, amongst the evacuated children, has been shaped not by fact but by fiction.




    Authors and novelists in the post-war era found evacuation to be a rich area for inspiration. C. S. Lewis used it in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe as a conceit to remove the four Pevensie children from their house in London and send them to live with Professor Digory Kirke in the English countryside. Written in 1950 but set in 1940, it was based, Lewis explained, on four schoolgirls who were evacuated from London to Lewis’s home outside Oxford in 1939. Four years later William Golding published The Lord of the Flies, which started with a planeload of evacuated children being shot down over a tropical island. Although not set in the war it again uses evacuation as a method for isolating a group of children without adults. Dramatist Jack Rosenthal also drew on his own experiences of evacuation from Manchester to Blackpool during the war when he wrote The Evacuees, first screened on television in 1975. It focuses on the humour as well as the sadness of the situation of two Jewish boys billeted with a foster family who have no comprehension of the cultural background of the children. Instead of producing a happy ending, he underlines the sadness and sense of loss felt by the mother as her sons return, older and changed, after fifteen months of living away from her.




    In 1981 Michelle Magorian published her first novel. It was about a boy, badly abused by his mother, who was evacuated from London to the country during the war. His name was William Beech and his foster father was Tom Oakley, a curmudgeonly but caring old widower, who took the boy under his wing; both grew to love one another over the course of the novel. Goodnight Mister Tom is a story of trust, friendship and triumph over personal adversity. It is also one of the most enchanting children’s stories and it achieved both critical acclaim and immediate and enduring popularity. In 2010 it was voted one of the most popular children’s books of all time.




    The upshot of this success was that the story of the wartime evacuation reached a whole new generation of children, whose parents had grown up reading Carrie’s War, Nina Bawden’s novel about a little girl and her brother evacuated to South Wales. Also fiction, though drawing on Bawden’s own experiences as a wartime evacuee, Carrie’s War centres on the children’s relationships with the eccentric characters that they are billeted with. The focus of the book is not evacuation, unlike Goodnight Mister Tom, but the children’s adventures.




    In 1971 social historian Norman Longmate published How We Lived Then, his outstanding survey of life in Britain during the Second World War. He devoted a short section to evacuation, concentrating on the government’s attempts to convince evacuees and foster families not to give up and so require the children to return to the cities that were still in danger of being bombed.




    It was not, however, until almost fifty years after the end of the war that a flood of memoirs and stories of individual experiences of evacuation began to appear.




    More recent books such as I’ll Take That One by Martin Parsons, Out of Harm’s Way by Jessica Mann and The Absurd and the Brave by Michael Fethney deal with bad experiences, unhappy billets, bullying and worse, as well as with what comes across as a small number of successful cases. This had the effect of making many former evacuees feel that their own, happy evacuation experiences, like that of my father, were the exception rather than the rule and had no place in the social history of the war. ‘I’m afraid my story will be of no interest to you,’ one inter viewee explained to me as we sat down to talk about her five years living in Devon. ‘You see, I had a wonderful time and loved every minute of my evacuation.’ She was not the only person who prefaced her own story with that caution. Their stories are, of course, of great interest and they belong to the history every bit as much as those that have a less happy theme.




    In the end I became concerned about the insistent apologies and by going back over every interview I carried out personally or read in archives I was able to establish that the majority, over 85 per cent, of the evacuees claimed to have judged the experience to have had a positive effect on their subsequent lives even if, at the time, they were homesick or lonely, or were later troubled by their return.




    Michael Henderson, who was evacuated to America as a boy with his brother, Gerald, in 1940, explained recently that the first draft of his book about his and others’ experiences of their American sojourn had been too positive. For him those years had been overwhelmingly happy and both he and Gerald had benefited immeasurably from their time away but then he remembered that returning to Britain had not been entirely straightforward. He wrote:




    ‘Returning home, it was hard for us to step into the lives of parents who had survived the bombing, and more recently the V1 and V2 rockets, and would jump at any loud noise. Our parents’ admonishments were met with, “We don’t do that in America.” Soon America became known in our family as “We-land”.’2




    For many children, even those who enjoyed their evacuation like Michael and his brother, there was not necessarily a happy ending to their story. Many found coming home as difficult, or in some cases more difficult, than they had done leaving in the first place. But this is not what their families wanted to hear and it took years for most of them to admit to others or even to themselves that this was the case. Time after time during interviews, reading memoirs and letters I came across stories of men and women who had met up with others at reunions who had been through similar experiences, and for the first time in their lives felt able to talk about how it had been for them when they came home. In general these gatherings came on the fiftieth anniversary of the evacuation. Time enough for the past to have become history and yet still recent enough to be a part of living memory. After one such reunion in 1989, Pat Crouch explained:




    

      

        

          I’d never really thought about my evacuation in any sort of context. I mean, I’d told my own children about it and I’d looked at them when they were six and thought ‘Would I have had the courage to send them away?’ but that was personal. Suddenly meeting all these others who had been away, like I had, for four years, well, it released some emotions in me which must have been lying dormant. I found myself crying with one woman as we remembered how hard it was leaving our foster homes and coming back to London. As we talked we realised we had much in common. We had felt guilty about finding fault with our families, with the food that seemed so poor in comparison to what we had been used to in Cornwall but most of all we realised that it was a shared thing, not something unique and although it was painful at first to dredge up all those memories it was good to think that I was not alone. There were so many of us and we all have so much in common.


        


      


    




    From today’s perspective it is almost inconceivable to imagine a situation where upwards of a million families would agree to send their children away from home, to strangers in the countryside, or even abroad, for an unknown period. In order to understand the impact of returning home after weeks, months or years away, it is necessary to understand the reasons why the children had to go away in the first place. Children in all major British cities that were considered targets for the Luftwaffe were involved. And that was just the evacuation of September 1939. There are three other evacuations, including one overseas, to consider.




    The first two chapters of this book examine the reasons behind the government’s evacuation scheme and the reception that the children received when they first left the cities and arrived in the country at the outbreak of the war. The later chapters look in detail at the effect of evacuation on the children in the immediate aftermath and in their later lives. Finally the book looks at the foster families who took the children in for anything up to six years and then had to hand them back to their natural parents as the war drew to a close.




    James Roffey, Founder of the Evacuees Reunion Association (ERA), which was formed in response to the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War, wrote to me in 2009:




    

      

        

          The subject of the return home of evacuees is one that has never been given the attention it deserves. Most people believe that when they finally went home and all the feelings of homesickness were over, everything returned to normal, just as it was before the evacuation started. I know from my own experience that that was far from true. During my four years as an evacuee all I had wanted to do was to go home. I used to smuggle letters to my parents pleading to be allowed home. They had to be smuggled out because our foster parents were told to censor our letters and destroy them if we had not said that we were happy. Eventually the day came when I could go home but, to my own amazement, instead of being elated I was quite sad at leaving the village where I had lived for over four years.




          The return home was a major disappointment. To be really honest I found that I no longer had any affinity with my parents. I hated London and took every opportunity to return to Sussex. As soon as possible after leaving school I got a job back in my evacuation village. I have never lived permanently in London since. However, as the years have passed I have realised just how hard it must have been for my parents, especially my mother. The little eight-year-old boy that she saw leaving in 1939 never did return home, instead she found herself trying to understand a very mature, self-reliant, twelve-year-old who made no secret of the fact that he did not like being at his real home.


        


      


    




    The stories in this book come from a variety of sources: from first-hand interviews conducted over the space of two years; from the archives of the Museum of English Rural Life which holds an outstanding collection of interviews put together under the auspices of Dr Martin Parsons of the University of Reading to whom I am indebted; from papers, memoirs and diaries held in the Department of Documents at the Imperial War Museum; from published and unpublished books on evacuation and from the People’s War section of the BBC’s excellent website devoted to the Second World War. Predominantly I have focused on the human story and the individual experience of returning from evacuation.




    I have made every effort to contact people and check they are happy with what is published. Some people have asked me to change their names and others have wished to remain anonymous. Views expressed by the former evacuees are their own but I take responsibility for any errors that might appear in the narrative.




    Julie Summers


    Oxford


    October 2010








  



    

       

    




    
1




    RUN TO THE HILLS




    From the first day of September 1939 evacuation ceased to be a problem of administrative planning. It became instead a multitude of problems in human relationships.




    Richard Titmuss




    Of the three major evacuation movements in Britain during the war the first, codenamed Operation Pied Piper, is the most well known. It took place over four days at the beginning of September 1939 in response to the threat that the government most feared, which was the aerial bombardment of Britain’s cities. From the mid-1920s attention had been focused on aerial warfare as the newest and most uncertain factor in any future war. As early as 1924 the Committee of Imperial Defence was set up to assess the potential risk to civilians and how to deal with a major attack on London. It was tasked with calculating the likely casualty figures and the probable damage to the capital’s infrastructure. Richard Titmuss, in his seminal book Problems of Social Policy: History of the Second World War, explained how the committee worked out its figures: ‘In the background was the experience gained from the eighteen German air raids on London during 1917–18, when a total of about 128 aeroplanes reached the metropolitan area. During the whole war, about 300 tons of bombs were dropped by the Germans on the British Isles. These raids caused 4,820 casualties including 1,413 killed. The casualty ratio for the whole country thus worked out at sixteen per ton of bombs.’3




    Taking into account the density of London’s population at the time, the committee increased its estimate of the likely number of casualties per ton of bombs to fifty of which, they estimated, one third would be killed outright and two thirds wounded. This figure of fifty casualties per ton of bombs remained for the next sixteen years. In 1922 Lord Balfour wrote that even four years on from the First World War he expected that a continental enemy could ‘drop on London a continuous torrent of high explosives at a rate of seventy-five tons a day for an indefinite period’.4 Whilst not everyone in government agreed with Lord Balfour’s warning, there was sufficient concern so that the Committee of Imperial Defence continued to calculate the capacity of the German air force to increase its tonnage of bombs year on year. Thus, a decade later, in June 1934, a new estimate was submitted by the Chief of the Air Staff and was based on an analysis of the air expansion programme in Hitler’s Germany. The committee calculated that the Germans could be ready to launch a large attack by April 1939. They also considered it possible that they would start with a Kolossal or massive bombardment, launching 3,500 tons in the first twenty-four-hour period, which could cause up to 175,000 casualties. To put this into perspective, the estimated death rate would match the overall casualty rate of the first day of the Battle of the Somme. But this time it would be civilians who would bear the brunt.




    Individual politicians did not seek to delude the public. Stanley Baldwin had told the House of Commons in 1932: ‘. . . the bomber will always get through . . . I think it is as well also for the man in the street to realise that there is no power on earth that can protect him from being bombed.’5




    It was not just a question of the prospective tonnage of bombs but the type of bombs that would be dropped. The Home Office was convinced that a major threat from a gas attack was to be expected and by December 1937 over 19 million containers for gas masks had been produced. The public understood the horrors of gas in the First World War trenches. Gas warfare and air raids were vividly linked in their minds and gas was the indeterminate factor in a war against civilians. However, not everyone was convinced that the most serious threat came from a gas attack. Churchill had warned, prophetically as it happened, in the House of Commons in November 1934: ‘The most dangerous form of air attack is the attack by incendiary bomb.’




    The great unknown for the government during the 1930s was how civilians would cope with an aerial bombardment. The horrific effects of the bombing of Spanish cities during the Civil War were well documented in the press. An eyewitness account filed by a correspondent for The Times the day after Guernica was all but destroyed by German Heinkel and Junkers bombers gave a graphic description:




    

      

        

          Guernica, the most ancient town of the Basques and the centre of their cultural tradition, was completely destroyed yesterday afternoon by insurgent raiders. The whole town of 7000 inhabitants, plus 3000 refugees, was slowly and systematically pounded to pieces. At 2am to-day when I visited the town the whole of it was a horrible sight flaming from end to end. The reflection of the flames could be seen in the clouds of smoke above the mountains from ten miles away . . . The town lay far behind the lines. The object of the bombardment was seemingly the demoralisation of the civil population and the destruction of the cradle of the Basque race.’6


        


      


    




    Between 200 and 400 civilians were killed in this single carefully planned and executed raid and it proved, if proof were needed, that aerial warfare would be used as a weapon against non-military targets.




    Evacuation of Britain’s major cities became a question to be addressed at the highest level of government. In a House of Commons debate Churchill had warned:




    

      

        

          We must expect that, under the pressure of continuous air attack upon London, at least 3,000,000 or 4,000,000 people would be driven out into the open country around the metropolis. This vast mass of human beings, numerically far larger than any armies which have been fed and moved in war, without shelter and without food, without sanitation and without special provision for the maintenance of order, would confront the Government of the day with an administrative problem of the first magnitude, and would certainly absorb the energies of our small Army and our Territorial Force. Problems of this kind have never been faced before, and although there is no need to exaggerate them, neither, on the other hand, is there any need to shrink from facing the immense, unprecedented difficulties which they involve.7


        


      


    




    London and its environs was thought to be the most vulnerable area with one fifth of the British population or 9 million people concentrated into 750 square miles. But other areas were also considered at risk: those lying south of a line drawn from the Humber to the Bristol Channel. The Air Raid Precautions Department, using information and advice from the Air Ministry, classified provincial cities and towns in Britain in order of vulnerability. The health departments responsible for civilian evacuation divided the country into evacuation, neutral and reception areas. But overwhelming all else was the problem of London, which was expected to be the target of the Luftwaffe in the first instance. The government’s concern over how the public would react under a major air attack was based on the reaction to the German bombing of London in the First World War when over 300,000 people took shelter in the Underground stations. Titmuss wrote: ‘A war of armies and navies was understood; discipline and behaviour were under control, the individual took from the group a recognised and accepted standard of conduct, and behaviour was within certain limits predictable. But how would civilians behave? They could not be put into uniform, neither given the same group loyalties nor controlled and led in the same way as was an army.’8 By the time of the air strikes on Guernica, therefore, the question of evacuation from cities was settled in the mind of the British government.




    In 1938 a committee was formed under Sir John Anderson to review the question of mass movements of people away from areas deemed to be at high risk from air raids. The Anderson Committee’s report of July 1938 was presented to Parliament by the Home Secretary, who announced that the government accepted its main principles and laid particular stress on five points:




    

      

        

          1. Evacuation should not be compulsory unless for military or other special reasons people be requested to leave a certain area.




          2. Production in large industrial towns should continue for the war effort but non-essential personnel could be evacuated.




          3. Accommodation should be provided in private houses ‘under powers of compulsory billeting’.




          4. The initial costs of evacuation would be borne by the government but those who could afford to contribute towards their maintenance should do so.




          5. In order to meet the need for parents who could not afford to evacuate their children, school groups in [the] charge of their teachers would be sent to reception areas.


        


      


    




    This last was an important point because it paved the way for hundreds of thousands of children to be evacuated from the towns and cities without their parents.




    In the summer of 1939 the population of Britain was estimated to be in the region of 45 million. Of these, some 13 million were living in areas that would need to be evacuated, 14 million were living in neutral areas and 18 million were living in the districts classified by the government as reception areas. The next question that had to be settled was who should be evacuated. The Ministry of Health came up with a list of four categories: pregnant women, mothers with children under five years of age, schoolchildren between the ages of five and fourteen, and the blind and the handicapped ‘whose removal was feasible’. Chillingly, those considered so severely disabled that they would not be able easily to be moved or rehoused in the country fell outside the scheme.




    Although handicapped children were from the outset to be moved to camps, hostels or institutions the majority of the accommodation for the rest of the evacuees would have to be provided in private homes. To this end the Anderson Committee decided to carry out a survey of accommodation in all the reception areas. It was commissioned on 5 January 1939 and had to be completed by the end of February. The objective was not only to establish a comprehensive picture of the housing situation in reception areas but also to ascertain the number of households who would be prepared to take in children and mothers.




    Choosing private accommodation for the majority of mothers and children rather than hostels was expedient for several reasons. First and foremost, the accommodation already existed and the government considered it too short notice to provide a network of hostels and camps for up to 3.5 million people throughout the country. Secondly, it was deemed more suitable for mothers and young children to go to housing judged by the committee to be ‘of a standard’, that is to say, adequate for family living. This was open to question, as the survey of homes carried out in January 1939 would show. And thirdly, the expense of creating accommodation for such a large number of people for what the committee believed could be a long stretch was impossible.




    The government recognised that billeting was the only solution but it also acknowledged that it would be unpopular. After the Munich crisis many MPs of rural constituencies began to make their voices heard. One MP even wrote to say that ‘compulsory billeting would be far worse than war’. Nevertheless, despite protests from MPs, church groups, local authorities and individuals it remained the main option with the government making the very small concession that it would construct one hundred camps, each capable of holding about 300 people. Eventually fifty camps were constructed for use as temporary housing for ‘difficult’ billeting cases and homeless refugees. These were built to have the future potential as peacetime holiday camps. During 1940 the camps were called into use for more permanent accommodation, particularly for disabled children who had been sent in the first instance to buildings with unsatisfactory facilities. Thus the camps were eventually requisitioned for the evacuation scheme proper.




    Surplus accommodation was measured on the basis of one person per habitable room (including kitchens and bathrooms). As housing was in such short supply in Scotland, the calculation had to be based on one person of fourteen and over per habitable room and two under-fourteens. Those conducting the survey also had to make value judgements based on such things as the age of the householders, i.e. those elderly or infirm could not be expected to receive unaccompanied children, or whether the householder would be out all day in which case that could prove difficult in terms of providing care for school-aged children.




    What resulted was an unprecedented snapshot of rural Britain: 100,000 visitors investigated over 5 million homes in the course of six weeks, covering 18 million people. The figure for England and Wales, after deductions for rooms needed for other purposes such as service departments, private rental or those deemed to be too close to strategic points such as aerodromes or military establishments or, on the other hand, having problems such as inadequate water supply, was 3.7 million habitable rooms. This, fortunately, was half a million more than the government believed it would need to house the probable number of evacuees.




    What the survey also threw up was the state of rural housing in 1939 which, when encountered by people coming from the towns and cities, produced howls of horror: earth closets in outside huts, poor services, often with no running water or electricity, lighting by gas or oil lamps and infrequent bus services. The survey revealed that half of all rural homes in 1939 did indeed have an outside lavatory and 10 per cent had no running water with the village standpipe being the sole water source.




    One of the most far-reaching results of the Anderson Committee’s report was the decision not to make evacuation compulsory. The initial impact was that no one knew until the moment came how many families would decide to send their children away. The difference between those that registered an interest and those who actually took advantage when the moment came was great. Less than half the schoolchildren eligible for evacuation in England (47 per cent), and just over a third (38 per cent) in Scotland left home in the first wave. This made it difficult for the authorities to work out how many people would require billeting in any one area but it also had an impact on the problem of providing schooling for the children left behind.




    By the summer of 1939 the government had decided evacuation should be carried out quickly, efficiently and immediately before the war began. Too long beforehand and the population would not accept it. Once war had begun the bombing of Britain’s cities could start within hours. With almost all schools about to start the new academic year it was decided that Operation Pied Piper should be launched on 1 September 1939. The order to commence was issued at 11.07 a.m. on Thursday 31 August with the blunt message: ‘Evacuate forthwith’.




    In the purely statistical sense, Operation Pied Piper was a success. The largest single movement of civilians in the history of Britain ran relatively smoothly. Hundreds of thousands of women, children and disabled were trained, bussed, paddle-steamed or driven out of Britain’s major cities to the countryside. Over a period of four days 1,473,391 people left the cities for billets in rural areas of Britain under the government scheme. In addition to the unaccompanied schoolchildren on the official scheme there were a very large number of privately evacuated people, including a large proportion of children who did not form part of the official statistics but whose number was estimated over the course of the whole war to be in the region of 2 million. These children were sent away to live with relatives in the country; they were evacuated with their schools en masse or they moved with their parents away from the danger zones.




    Children left for undisclosed destinations clutching gas masks, small suitcases and provisions, wearing luggage labels. Mothers pushing prams or leading small children by the hand jostled with others to find a seat on the trains and buses provided. The blind and disabled, accompanied by carers, were shepherded towards special transport that would take them into the countryside. It was a gift to the press photographers that they relished. A tearful toddler here, a stiff-upper-lipped boy there, a family group of six children waving out of a train window, a harassed mother clutching enough clutter for three hands, leaning towards a tearaway child straining at her reins.




    Everyone was impressed by the sheer scale of the evacuation and the fine British spirit it showed. ‘Greatest Evacuation in History Has Begun!’ trumpeted one headline in the Dorset Daily Echo. ‘Exodus of the Bible dwarfed: three million people on the move.’ ‘A Great National Undertaking’ marvelled another journalist. ‘Triumph of Planning’ claimed the Civil Defence correspondent on The Times. The following day the Evening Standard’s headline read: ‘Germans Invade and Bomb Poland, Britain Mobilises.’ The government’s planning had paid off and Whitehall was pleased with itself. In 1940 Tom Harrisson, co-founder of Mass Observation and a stern critic of the government’s evacuation scheme from the start, wrote: ‘Because a lot of trains took a lot of people in a little time, our leaders turned cart-wheels of self-satisfaction; uncritically, un-analytically they wallowed in Maths. There was a chorus of self-congratulation, and relevant ministers ladled out congratulations to every conceivable local authority: to the teachers and mothers, to the hosts and to the children of Britain.’9




    In the country towns and villages, mothers and toddlers, unaccompanied schoolchildren, teachers and those who had offered to accompany the school parties as assistants were squeezed into village halls, marquees, churches and schools to be selected by host families. One group going to Bedfordshire was very pleased to be sent to a smart collection area where marquees were laid out with refreshments. Tea was taken in shifts to prevent overcrowding and the whole atmosphere was that of a country fair. Then they were sent to be selected. One girl told a Mass Observation interviewer:




    

      

        

          So far the organisation had been perfect. But the scene which ensued was more akin to a cattle- or slave-market than anything else. The prospective foster mothers, who should not have been allowed on the field at all, just invaded us and walked about the field picking out what they considered to be the most presentable specimens, and then harassed the poor billeting officers for the registration slips which were essential if they were to get the necessary cash for food and lodging from the government.10


        


      


    




    This situation was repeated all over the country. Children and mothers were looked over, picked, left; family members were separated, kept together, mixed and matched; strong boys went to farms, weaker ones were not chosen, well-dressed little girls were quickly selected; siblings languished at the back of the halls, clutching each other’s hands and hoping not to be split up. Hard-pressed billeting officers were knocking on doors at ten or eleven o’clock at night in those first few days, desperately trying to persuade unwilling householders to take tired, grubby, tearful children, still clutching their suitcases, gas masks and wearing their now bedraggled luggage labels.




    The choices that were made often had far-reaching consequences, way, way beyond what any parent, foster parent, billeting officer or tearful child could possibly have imagined. Few appeared to foresee the probable consequences.




    The whole question of billeting was done on a numerical basis. Profiling such a vast number of people and trying to match background and characters was apparently not even considered by those responsible for the evacuation. As Tom Harrisson complained, the snag was the ‘government’s mathematical conception of the scheme. Possible solution: Another government? Or some human mathematicians.’11 His tongue-in-cheek remark was not entirely unfounded. Paper, paper, paper – reports, timetables, maps, surveys, numbers – but nothing about the human beings that made up the statistics. Little thought had been given to the impact on the human side of the scheme. Harrisson wrote:




    

      

        

          It was when they arrived at these new homes that the troubles began – troubles which the authorities had left to look after themselves, apparently assuming that in such emergency human nature would rise to the occasion and a miracle of adaptation be performed. In this assumption they were naturally enough not correct, and in spite of the whole-time efforts of teachers and those in charge of local billeting arrangements, the chaos of the first days was such as to send many of the evacuees straight home in disgust.12


        


      


    




    In the same paragraph he sounded the word of warning that would echo across the country over the next three months. It was not enough simply to send people away from the cities and into the countryside without thinking through the consequences: ‘Under any circumstance such a vast scheme needed not only competent technical planning, but also competent psychological and social planning. And once begun, it needed constant supervision, objective criticism and analysis, constructive leadership, using all the channels of opinion forming and habit stabilising.’13




    When town met country and country met town the shock was intense on both sides. For the ensuing weeks and months both sides waged a propaganda war about each other. From the country came the cry of horror that the mothers and children from the cities were verminous, lousy, badly dressed for the country and ill-mannered. From the town-dwellers came the squeal of disgust at cottages with outside earthen lavatories, oil lamps and cold-water taps in sculleries. There were tales of children who demanded chips and beer for tea, who ate soup with a knife, who slept standing up, or believed that beds with sheets were laid out just for dead people, children who had never used a chamber pot before. From the other side came stories of girls being used as unpaid maids, boys being kept back from school to work on farms, mothers told to take themselves and their children out of billets for the whole day and roam the lanes, of children forced to use an outside privy in the middle of the night and eat unaccustomed food, often killed and plucked in front of them, of boys in despair at the lack of things to do. R. C. K. Ensor wrote in the Spectator on 8 September 1939 that many of the mothers who had arrived in the Home Counties: ‘were the lowest grade of slum women – slatternly malodorous tatterdemalions trailing children to match.’14




    An observer, speaking to villagers in Cheshire in 1939, concluded that ‘the village women were very indignant that their beautiful black-and-white village was spoiled by these women in shawls. They were Catholics, on top of it.’15 At other times the class system, so stratified in pre-war Britain, came in for a sideswipe: ‘He will lose family life in the midst of all them servants,’ one mother moaned to another observer from Mass Observation. ‘And so on. Thousands of cases in our files, atrocity stories about our own people which exceed anything yet about our enemies. Is that a measure of the national unity so constantly trumpeted by King, Halifax, Chatfield, Stanhope and other lords?’16




    Amidst all the upheaval and drama of the first wave of evacuation, of the disrupted school days and unsatisfactory billets, individuals on both sides struggled to bring some order, comfort and goodwill to the situation. ‘It must not be forgotten,’ wrote Harrisson, after listing a catalogue of disasters, ‘that in a very large proportion of cases foster-parents did make their adopted families happy. The vast majority of children enjoyed being evacuated.’17




    One of those was Dorothy Carlile, a seven-year-old from East Manchester who was evacuated at the beginning of September by train with some hundred children from her school. Her father was a bricklayer and her mother a shoe-fitter. They had discussed evacuation before the war, Dorothy recalled, but when the day came she was simply sent to school and the next thing she was taking a train out of the city. ‘It was really all a big adventure,’ she explained. ‘In the end we only went about seven or eight miles. Some of us went to Hollingworth, others to Tintwistle and Broadbottom. But it was evacuation nevertheless and we were away from home.’




    Dorothy was dropped off by the billeting officer, with two other little girls, to live with Mrs Parr and her stepdaughter, Maud, who they knew only as ‘Miss Parr’. Mrs Parr was out when they arrived, so that the girls were left to play in the field in front of the house until she came home. The house was a converted stable and Mrs Parr, who was in her seventies, was a well-travelled ladies’ maid who turned out to be a kind and generous foster mother. The house was sparse but more comfortable than Dorothy’s own home in Manchester and she was struck, even as a very little girl, by the beauty of their surroundings.




    The cottage was basic with no electricity and cold water that came from a spring up the garden. The three girls slept in one bedroom at the top of the house until it was winter and too cold, when they were moved downstairs to sleep in the warmth.




    

      

        

          The only horrid thing I remember was the privy in the garden which was emptied once a week. Otherwise it was a basic but lovely cottage. My own home was a terraced house in Manchester that overlooked the tripe works of United Cattle Products. It was on a very busy road and the smell from the works could be horrible. Eventually my parents moved to Ashton so that my mother could catch a bus to visit me at the Parrs’ every weekend. I was very happy there but I still wanted to go home to live with my parents.


        


      


    




    Eventually her mother agreed and Dorothy left Mrs Parr and went back to Manchester. She moved to her parents’ new house at Ashton. Her own school, Wheeler Street School, had not reopened, so she had to go to St Clement’s, a school in a deprived area of the city. Her mother was so anxious about her daughter’s education that she persuaded the school to let her take the exam to Manchester High School. Dorothy passed the exam and joined the scholarship class where she was teased by some of the girls about her background. ‘My father says you live in a slum,’ one girl taunted. Dorothy replied: ‘You should have seen where we used to live!’ She survived Manchester High School and went on to read medicine at Sheffield University.




    The impact of evacuation on Dorothy was profound and positive. She acquired a great love of the countryside and a respect for other ways of life. She felt she benefited from Mrs Parr’s lifetime of experiences of travel and knowledge of the world beyond Manchester. She realised she was fortunate that she was not moved far from her home so that her mother could visit her regularly and that kept the vital link of family life going strong for the two years she was away. The biggest disruption in coming back from Mrs Parr’s was not adjusting to her home again but finding her feet at a new school.




    Eddie Harrison was evacuated from Manchester to Market Drayton where he had the advantage of a far superior education to the one he had received prior to the war. During the autumn of 1939 most of the evacuees returned so that only five children from Mansfield School remained in Market Drayton and he was soon absorbed into the Senior School where he was no longer considered to be an evacuee but just another pupil. He was immensely fortunate in his billet as well as in his education:




    

      

        

          Mrs Hughes was a natural foster mother. She treated us as one of her own: she got cross if we stepped out of line and we were well disciplined, but fairly. She was a fantastic woman and my brother and I were very devoted to her. Evacuation was a wholly positive experience for us and we benefited not only from a change in lifestyle but also the excellent education. My sister-in-law is as clear about this as we are. She feels we did well in life as a result of our wartime experiences.


        


      


    




    On his return to Manchester Eddie won a place at Manchester Commercial School and studied there until he was fifteen when he had to leave school to support the family as his father was unable to work. Although his formal schooling was curtailed he had received sufficient and good quality education so that he could reap the benefits in his later years.




    Not all evacuee children were as fortunate as Eddie Harrison. Disruption to education was a major issue for many and it was something that took months to resolve. One of the problems that faced the local authorities was that evacuation had not been compulsory, so that when whole schools were evacuated from urban areas to the country it was not necessarily the case that all the children would follow. This left the problem of what to do with the children who had remained behind and indeed, very soon after it became clear that there would be no major air attacks, what to do with those children who had returned to the cities. Official figures show that by January 1940 over one third of mothers and children had returned home leaving only about 570,000 evacuees in the reception areas.18




    For the children whose schools succeeded in evacuating the majority of their children as a group, the experience was often successful and the ties to the temporary home have lasted in some cases a lifetime. Doris Cox lived in Bow in east London before the war and was evacuated with her classmates from Coburn School to Taunton. The school set up in Taunton and established such a name for itself locally that the 268 students had a real sense of identity and pride in their own school. Some went back to London during the course of the autumn of 1939 but enough stayed for the school to continue to function and when the bombing started in London children from Bow who would have qualified to join the Coburn School in normal times were accepted into the school in its new location. The school eventually took over the Bishop Fox School in Taunton and continued to thrive. Doris felt strongly that the education of the girls did not suffer and they had a strong sense of identity, both of which helped to make the evacuation to Taunton less unsettling.




    ‘What I miss most about my past life,’ explained Doris, ‘is the loss of my cockney accent. I so love to hear it when I come up to London or if I come across someone who speaks with a cockney accent down here in the West Country. That was the major victim of my time as an evacuee. For the rest I believe I had a much easier time than others.’ Born in December 1927, she was already nearly twelve at the outbreak of the war. She had won a scholarship to Coburn School and spent just a week there before the war broke out and she and the school were moved to Taunton. This, she is certain, meant that her attitude to evacuation was one of welcoming an opportunity. ‘I don’t think I gave much thought to my mother, I’m not sure any of us did. It was all just such an adventure for us.’




    Doris and her mother were living with her grandmother in the late 1930s as her parents had split up when she was five. Doris’s mother was the youngest of eleven children and Doris herself one of twenty-five grandchildren, so although she was the only child of a single mother, she had been used to an enormous extended family. She has scant recollection of her father and knows little about him other than that his name was Ritterbund and that her paternal grandfather was a German Jew and her grandmother a Russian Jew. He was a waistcoat-hand or tailor and worked as a journeyman so that he contributed only irregularly to her mother’s allowance. Doris saw him just once before the war that she can recall and never again thereafter. ‘We never did know what happened to him. He must have been killed in a bombing raid but no one ever found out how he died. Years later I went to St Catherine’s House and discovered that he had been a twin. I didn’t know that at the time.’




    Like many children she was moved several times as people got used to the fact that some evacuee children were to stay for the duration. Her first billet was very happy but that lasted for only six weeks. The next two billets in Taunton were unsatisfactory. ‘We were moved to a very poor family who were quite snobby. They would say to us: “When you are talking to people do you mind not saying you come from the East End? Could you say you come from North London?”’ Eventually she was sent to a hostel where she felt completely at home. Matron was an excellent cook and the other children seemed to be contented there too. That lasted until another billet was found with a Mr and Mrs Hann. There she and her friend, Dorothy Mackay, thrived for nearly three years.




    In 1944 Doris left school and returned to London to work in a post in the Civil Establishment Branch of the Admiralty. Her mother, Lily, meantime, had remarried and had had a baby daughter with her new husband. They were living in Hackney, so close to the Liverpool Street to Cambridge train line that the house shook all night as the trains rattled along the tracks. After three days in London their home was hit by a bomb and Doris found herself tucked under the stairs in her mother’s house holding her baby half-sister. ‘It was then that I learned most definitely that it is people that matter, not material things. I think I became hardened as a result of being bombed. Not tough, just philosophical about life. After the bombing I left London and went back to Taunton where I worked for the Admiralty in their Hydrographic Department doing most interesting work. Not long after the war I met my husband, a policeman, and I have stayed in the area ever since.’




    It was only when her mother was dying that Doris really considered what it must have been like for her to have been alone in London without her daughter during the air raids. ‘Looking back now I think that Mum was glad that I didn’t have to go through the Blitz and that I was safe in the South West. I was luckily spared most of it though I was in Liverpool Street Station in the buffet during a rocket raid, which was a hairy experience. The war did not affect my relationship with my mother; in fact it made us closer.’




    Thinking about the overall effect of evacuation, Doris is sure that she benefited more than she suffered from living in Taunton. She is certain that the fact the school was kept together and so many of the girls remained there for long periods increased the sense of being part of a group.




    

      

        

          What I learned during the war was that children are very tribal. It was good to be in a group of girls from the same school all belonging together. We formed a bond that has lasted in some cases up to the present day. We were sometimes resented, even years later, by the girls from Bishop Fox’s School for taking away the boys, but that’s natural. What I do know is that during the war things came into very sharp focus for me. I find that even today I know more about girls I was evacuated with than I do about people who I met after the war. It stripped life back to the bare essentials and in a way that was one of the most interesting aspects of it.


        


      


    




    For a large number of children, keeping their school together was not straightforward and evacuated city schools struggled to rub alongside the village schools, which very often had to share premises and work on a morning shift one week, afternoon shift the next week rota, so that the classrooms and facilities could be shared. As a result these children’s education was disrupted and they frequently found they were unpopular with the village children and their parents who resented the incomers.




    Had the German Luftwaffe pilots emptied their bomb bays onto London as predicted, the reception of the town children and mothers in the country might have been different. As it was, the resentment grew very quickly as parents asked themselves why they had been forced to evacuate their children and host families wondered out loud what all the fuss had been about and why they were being put upon. The reception areas wanted the children out; the authorities in Whitehall wanted them to remain; the children had no say. It was a profoundly unsatisfactory situation.




    Despite some searing criticism of the mothers who took their children to the countryside in 1939, not all of them were ‘slatternly malodorous tatterdemalions’ and many who made themselves a life in a rural community for the duration of the war were very happy. Valerie Clayton was just four and a half when she left the city with her mother and little brother: ‘I fell in love with everything we saw in the woods and fields in our adopted home. The smell of wood burning and primroses, violets and cowslips always make me think of those blissful days. Now I have to make a special trip just to see a few cowslips. I am going back this year to recapture old memories.’19




    As already seen, official evacuation was aimed at predominantly working-class families living in the densely populated inner city areas of the major industrial towns and cities. Although statistically it is true that more rural working-class families made their homes available to incoming evacuees, some host families in the countryside, small towns and villages were middle class. The result was that some of the city children, especially those who spent years with their hosts, became accustomed to a new, different and more prosperous lifestyle. Going home was a test and it did not always work out satisfactorily. Barbara Lamb’s foster family had a car. At the end of the war they drove her back to London but she would not let them drive her up her street, not because she was ashamed of her home, she explained, but because she knew it would make her parents feel uncomfortable:




    

      

        

          I really came down to earth when I got home. I’d seen the other side and now I was back on the working-class side. It must have been terrible for Mum seeing me being fussy. You see, I’d been used to a big plateful of everything. My hosts had been very wealthy landowners and I had had everything I wanted. That was the first problem. The second was that when I went home I spoke like someone who came from a cultured corner of England, much to my family’s disgust. And to my mum’s horror I kept comparing the two lifestyles. That was really sad for her but I didn’t realise how hurtful it was when I said at mealtimes ‘Is that all there is?’ and things like that.


        


      


    




    Barbara found living in London miserable. At school she was teased for her ‘posh’ accent. She felt that she had no friends any more and she found home life tiresome. Eventually she emigrated to Australia, where she found the relaxed attitude towards class much more to her liking.




    Barbara’s experience was by no means unique. One of the selling points of evacuation had been that it would be a great leveller: all classes mixed together and learning about each other’s customs. The reality was often far less comfortable than the government had imagined, and it caused friction not only between children and parents but between siblings who had had different experiences. Baroness Shirley Williams, herself evacuated to America for part of the war, wrote in 2009: ‘Comfortable middle-class England was unaware of these differences, and that was why having evacuee children from the big cities bivouacked upon them in the first two years of the war came as such a great shock. I suspect evacuation had a lot to do with the radical change in public attitudes between pre- and post-war society.’20




    Elizabeth Green was billeted with a wealthy family in a large, clean house that was a glaring contrast to home. When her mother came to visit she found herself embarrassed by her mother’s manners but almost more annoyed by the foster family’s smirks at her mother’s manners. Worse still was going home to the flea- and mouse-ridden hovel above the shop that was her real home. She summed up her discomfort by writing: ‘I really loved my mum and dad and little brother but I know which type of home I preferred and that was an awful twist.’




    Beryl Carter was evacuated from Stretford Road School in Manchester to the home of Lady Worthington in Mobberley in Cheshire, a distance of a mere dozen miles or so but to an entirely unfamiliar world:




    

      

        

          We four older children were evacuated together without our mum, who was evacuated with our baby sister to a different house in the same area. We came from a small terraced house with no bath and no garden to this magnificent place with a croquet lawn at the front, an apple orchard and extensive gardens. Lady Worthington was in her nineties I believe, so we were looked after by the butler and a maid called Lilian. It was lovely and even today when I smell mown grass it reminds me of our stay in Mobberley.


        


      


    




    Beryl remained there for a matter of weeks before she was moved. The children left the Worthington household and were split up and went to live with different families, which did not please their father, so he brought them all back to Manchester before the end of 1939. She went on: ‘I loved being in Mobberley and I would have thoroughly enjoyed my evacuation if I had been with my mother. My brother and I used to talk a lot about our memories of that time and we agreed that it was a good experience but for the fact we were split up from Mum. I don’t think it changed me but it gave me a different view of life.’




    Beryl and her siblings were among 350,000 children who returned to the cities during the autumn of 1939. The lack of air raids, parents’ loneliness without their children and the government’s insistence that families contribute to their children’s upkeep in their foster families all helped to fuel resentment of the evacuation scheme and a determination to bring children home. The press was full of opinions on the failure of the evacuation scheme with a special correspondent writing in The Times in January 1940: ‘Evacuation was originally planned as a temporary, quasi-military operation to save children and mothers from a few weeks of intensive bombing. Whitehall did not foresee a complete and prolonged dislocation of normal education.’21




    At the beginning of the war the major problem for the government was persuading parents to keep their children in the countryside, despite the lack of air raids. It was decided that from the end of October 1939 parents should contribute to help support their evacuated children. The amounts involved were less than the official weekly billeting allowance of ten shillings and sixpence per child but the scheme proved to be more trouble than it was worth and tipped the scale for many parents towards demanding their children’s return.




    The ties to home were too strong for many families, although this did not always meet with sympathy from the host villages. The Reverend Oldham from his vicarage in Brockham Green in Surrey deplored, in a letter to The Times,




    

      

        

          the selfish attitude of parents who insist on coming to the countryside on a Sunday by Sunday basis to see their children, in fact they even come during the week and have the temerity to complain that they are missing their little ones. Frequent cases are brought to my notice of children being taken home with the selfish excuse that, as one mother wrote, ‘We cannot stick the loneliness.’! While one appreciates the feelings of parents, surely something can be done to prevent this senseless withdrawal of children into danger zones.


        


      


    




    The government ran advertising campaigns in 1940 warning mothers of the danger of bringing their children back to the cities but with limited success. By May 1940 only one householder in five registered an interest in sending their children away from the cities if heavy raids began. The campaign was stepped up when the German invasion seemed imminent but local authorities found it difficult in some areas to persuade people to accept evacuee children, especially if they had had a bad experience in September 1939. One historian cited the case of Hungerford where of thirty-one wealthy homeowners asked to receive their share of new evacuees in the summer of 1940 only one agreed. Things got so bad in Windsor, where homeowners objected vociferously to taking evacuees, that the local newspaper recommended the council consider setting up concentration camps to segregate the evacuees from the town’s residents. Some householders were taken to court for refusing to house evacuees. A woman in Leicestershire had her case heard in the High Court. She argued that she had taken two children in September 1939 and had paid for clothes, food and even a holiday for them but without warning the parents had arrived to take the children home and she was bitter over the lack of gratitude. The case resulted in her being required to take evacuees in the future. She said: ‘I told the billeting officer that there appears to be one law for the parents and one for the householder.’22 Even if householders relented they could still make evacuees feel unwelcome by forcing them to use outside lavatories, or forbidding the children from making any noise or using any room in the house other than their bedrooms and the kitchen.




    John Hart explained:




    

      

        

          I can remember my mother telling me after the war how she had trawled round the Hampshire village she was evacuated to day after day with my older brother in the pram and my sister on foot. The couple she lived with did not want her in the house with the children during the day as they made too much noise. She was not allowed to use the kitchen and the only tap she could use was across the yard where there was no light at night. My mother was not a strong person and she did not have the courage to stand up to Mrs S. and tell her that her attitude was deeply unchristian. In all fairness Mrs S. had had the experience a year earlier of a woman [an evacuee mother] who turned out to be a thief, but that was no reason to tar my poor mother with the same brush. Eventually another woman in the village took pity on Mum and let her rent a little cottage on the edge of the village. That worked out really well and my mother started doing hair again – she had been a hairdresser, you see. And the irony was that she was so good at perms that Mrs S. used to have her round to do her hair. She stayed in the village until 1945 and I was born there about a year after my dad was invalided out of the Army and came to live with her. We still go back there but I never did meet Mrs S. who made Mum’s life so difficult.
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