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Foreword

Although nearly nine-tenths of the population of Great Britain remained civilians throughout the war or—like myself—for a large part of it, their story has so far largely gone untold. In contrast with the thousands of books on military operations only one history of the Home Front designed for the general reader has appeared, and that is concerned rather with social trends than with individual experience. In Churchill's vast history of the war, the problems of the ordinary family are barely mentioned; food rationing, for example, receives less space than the pursuit of a solitary enemy warship; clothes rationing, travel, the black-out hardly appear; even the air raids get little space and the shortage of essentials like saucepans and razor blades almost none at all.

This book is an attempt to redress the balance; to tell the civilian's story largely through his own—or more commonly her own—recollections and often in his or her own words. I have throughout concentrated on the ordinary and the typical in preference to the unusual and the striking and I have deliberately avoided the dramatic experiences of a few people in favour of the more mundane recollections of the vast majority. As the Blitz and V.1 and V.2 attacks, like the activities of the Home Guard and the anti-invasion measures of 1940, are essentially aspects of the military side of the war I have devoted very little space to them, especially as they have all been the subject of previous books by other authors. It is the ordinary family's trials with water in the Anderson shelter which have interested me, rather than such famous incidents as the saving of St. Paul's. Similarly, I have been concerned to show the enormous variety of little ways in which the war affected everyday life as well as the great and obvious ones. Compared with the sufferings of millions during the war, the fact that a teenage boy had to forgo the turn-ups on his first suit, that a young woman could not buy the cosmetics she wanted are, of course, of trifling significance, but to the people concerned they often seemed of overwhelming importance at the time.

Clearly, despite all the efforts of Lord Woolton and other ministers to ensure fair shares, there was not—could not be—complete equality of sacrifice during the war. The sufferings of those who lost lives, or limbs, or loved ones, or homes, clearly outweigh many of the innumerable less spectacular acts of unselfishness and endurance chronicled in this book. Yet the people who performed them deserve their place, too, in any civilians' history of the war; the more so, perhaps, because at the time their work was so often taken for granted.

The book is based on the personal recollections of many individual women, and of a smaller number of men, which make up most of the text of this book. I have also, however, included a good deal of factual information, since I believe that those who were affected by wartime conditions will wish to know, as they often did not know at the time, just why there was a shortage of coal or cups or cutlery, or why they were urged to eat potatoes or 'go easy on the tea'. I have also, since no rationing scheme, however ingenious, could by itself have won the war, given at various points a brief history of the main military events that were taking place. These were occurring, however, it should be remembered, 'off-stage', as far as the civilian was concerned. While the great battles were being fought in Egypt or Normandy, the civilian was necessarily preoccupied with such less exciting matters as crowded trains, worn-out clothes and the availability of dried egg. To obtain this civilian's eye view of the war, I have drawn on the personal recollections of about a thousand people who answered my appeals in the press. As I was anxious that the picture should be as complete as possible and should cover every section of society, every main occupational group and every part of the country, and not merely the small, untypical, articulate group who have published autobiographies and diaries, I wrote initially to nearly three hundred newspapers and magazines asking interested readers to contact me. To those who responded I sent a long list of headings, designed to jog their memory rather than serve as a questionnaire. Interestingly enough, the 'quality' newspapers and literary magazines, which regularly print appeals from authors writing on obscure subjects which can only affect a tiny handful of their readers, all failed to print my letter, with the valuable exceptions of The Times, which made it the basis of an interview, and New Society, which, not unexpectedly, yielded some highly literate contributions. I also received most fruitful co-operation from the local press and from the women's magazines, so often sneered at by those who never read them, and these together produced the bulk of the response. In addition, I received a considerable number of, often highly informative, replies from the numerous religious, professional, recreational and trade papers I contacted. Many busy doctors and clergymen's wives found time to let me have their recollections and I was also particularly grateful for the response from the readers of such papers as The Fish Friers Review, The Grocer and Footwear Weekly—in none of which, I suspect, had an appeal for literary assistance ever appeared before. This enabled me, as I was anxious to do, to look at rationing not merely from the customer's side of the counter, but from the point of view of the often unjustly criticised shopkeeper. I am grateful to the editors of all those publications, from Astronomy to The Walthamstow Guardian, which printed my appeal, as without their help this book could not have been written, and to the producer of the radio programme Home This Afternoon, whose interview with me brought in a hundred helpful letters from listeners. But my main debt is clearly to those who, from no motive except that famous wartime spirit of helpfulness, and usually with no previous experience of writing, set down their private recollections of the war, often at length and frequently with considerable journalistic skill. Some contributors sent me several sets of reminiscences and all answered most patiently my supplementary questions. Many correspondents also entrusted me with their wartime diaries, and with such invaluable items as notebooks kept by teachers escorting evacuees, letters sent home by evacuated children, the unofficial log books of wardens' posts, and—outstandingly valuable—in one case, a set of correspondence written almost daily from London throughout the war. Few contemporary historians can have been fortunate enough to have had such a wealth of primary source material at their disposal, or have been so generously helped by so many people. To all these co-authors, whose names are recorded later in this book, I acknowledge my warmest thanks. My thanks are also due to those who have helped me personally, particularly Mrs. Sue Sabbagh, Mrs. Sheila Bailey and Mrs. Angela Taylor, who assisted me at various stages of the book, and to Miss Sarah Barham and Miss Maureen Hewitt. Occasionally, as some correspondents themselves suggested, I have slightly altered the original text to make the meaning clear. In quoting bad language, I have done what I believe most of my correspondents would have wished, only rendering it in full where it seemed essential. Except where otherwise indicated, descriptions like 'a City secretary' or 'a Newcastle Civil Servant' refer to the informant's status at the time, not today.

  The title of the book is borrowed from that of a similar, but 
    less comprehensive, book about the first world war and, although I have used 
    so much original material, this is a history, not an anthology. Solely for 
    reasons of space, a great deal of excellent material, both published and unpublished, 
    has had to be omitted. Much of this will appear in The Home Front, 
    an anthology which I have edited for publication by the Woburn Press.

  

Note to the Arrow Books edition

For this paperback edition, I have corrected one or two very minor errors in the original text and have brought up to date one reference which had become incorrect due to events occurring after publication. I have also, sadly, had to record the death of some of the original contributors. The several hundred letters I have received since How We Lived Then first appeared, both from contributors and from other readers, make me feel hopeful that they would have regarded what some correspondents described as 'our book' as in some measure a memorial to their wartime service.

N.R.L.





1
 JOIN THE A.R.P.

'Under the spreading chestnut tree,
 Neville Chamberlain said to me:
 "If you want to get your gas mask free,
 Join the blinking A.R.P."'

Playground song, 1938

When the national anthem was played on the radio we all stood up. That was how the war began for my family and for millions of other families throughout Great Britain. Few can have foreseen on that sunny September morning the six years of disillusionment, danger, drudgery and discomfort which lay ahead. Certainly, as a schoolboy of thirteen, enjoying the excitement, I did not anticipate that before the war was over I should be in the Army on the Continent, my twin sister in the 'Wrens' in Plymouth, soon to go to the Far East, my elder brother in the R.A.F. in Italy, and my elder sister working on the night shift in a munitions factory. Many other families listening that September morning were to undergo far greater transformations.

Yet though no one foresaw what lay ahead, for himself or the nation, the war which began on that sunny autumn morning, the 3rd September, 1939, was the least unexpected war in history. My own childhood had coincided with the steady drift towards war. I can recall the newspaper posters in 1933, bearing the single word 'Ja!', announcing that the Germans had accepted Hitler as Chancellor; a fellow schoolboy coming into the classroom in 1935 and saying 'Heard the news? Italy has invaded Abyssinia'; the newsreels of German and Italian bombers in Spain which were part of almost every cinema programme from 1936 onwards.

  Although the inter-war governments were later to be criticised 
    for leaving the country unprepared, a Sub-Committee of the Committee 
    of Imperial Defence had been set up to consider Air 
    Raid Precautions as early as 1924 under a young and highly-respected Civil 
    Servant, John Anderson. The letters A.R.P. began to 
    become familiar to local authorities from the 9th July 1935 when a circular 
    was issued urging them to prepare plans on the subject and by the Air Raid 
    Precautions Act, two years later, they were formally required to submit their 
    plans for government approval. But in many places the desire to keep the rates 
    down still took precedence over all else. From the first, many A.R.P. workers, 
    both paid and part-time, were treated with shabby meanness, and in one Central 
    London borough the wardens were even expected to pay 
    the full price when using the municipal baths to wash off the blood and grime 
    acquired on duty.

Many private citizens refused to take A.R.P. seriously at all. An auxiliary fireman, who attended the very first A.F.S. class in his town in March 1938, recalled how on 'the exercise call to the "fire" at the Wanstead Golf Club . . . some club officials took umbrage at our arrival and told us to "go somewhere else and play"'. In East London, the Mayor of Stepney later recalled, 'A.R.P. had been looked upon as a joke'.

Some people indeed regarded patriotism itself as suspect. As a Harrow woman noted in her diary with a certain grim satisfaction in 1940, 'Several friends rated me very severely for taking anti-gas lectures in 1936 and 1938 and said it was people like myself who made wars.' Systematic national recruiting really began with a broadcast by the Home Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare, on 14th March 1938, just after Hitler had overrun Austria. Hoare appealed for 'At least a million men and women . . . for work that in an emergency would be exciting and dangerous' but less than half this number responded and during the spring and summer of 1938 there were many similar appeals. The most effective was probably that of Lady Reading, chairman of the newly-formed Women's Voluntary Services for Civil Defence in June, calling upon 'every kind of woman in every kind of sphere of life . . . to prepare patiently and thoroughly . . . a protection . . . for our loved ones and our homes.'

Such broadcasts were reinforced by local efforts, with the few wardens who had already enrolled canvassing house to house in search of further recruits, but in Chesterfield at this period it was still possible for one of the questions in a general knowledge quiz at a company dance to be 'What is the meaning of the letters A.R.P.?'. By summer the government was seriously alarmed at the poor response to its campaign and was planning a major recruiting drive for the autumn. At this point Hitler came to its rescue. Out of a clear sky, as it seemed, came his threat to Czechoslovakia. War, from being a remote possibility, became almost overnight an immediate danger. I can remember at my boarding school, where the wireless was banned and interest in politics discouraged, how suddenly one evening, soon after the start of the Christmas term, the lights began to dim in a trial black-out, and how, when they were raised again, the staff hurried in with armfuls of small cardboard boxes and one by one we were fitted with a gas mask.

This was what brought home to most people the real meaning of the crisis. The speed and efficiency with which 38 million masks were assembled and distributed—though there were as yet no special masks for babies or small children—was remarkable and encouraging. In Woodford 800 voluntary workers laboured day and night to complete the job in five days. In Luton hundreds of hat-workers were called in to help; in Dorchester the prisoners in the jail lent a hand. Boy Scouts, W.V.S. members, and Red Cross workers were all called in, but everywhere the chief burden of fitting the newly assembled respirators fell on the handful of air raid wardens, and the arrival of a warden to fit his mask at home caused many a citizen to realise for the first time that such a person existed. The crime-novelist Margery Allingham described how the Munich crisis broke over her remote village in Essex, where on a miserably wet night 450 inhabitants, of a possible 600, turned out to receive their masks at the village hall. While her husband lectured on gas in the main room, against an incongruous blackcloth showing a peaceful forest glade, batches of fifteen people at a time filed in to the adjoining room where heaps of large and medium gas masks—there was a general shortage of small ones—were stacked on the billiard table. Once fitted, the villagers disappeared into the rain with them 'clasped to their bosoms like puppies, under their coats'.*1

In Bethnal Green, which was later to suffer more than 1,000 air raid casualties, one local official noted, surrounding the filling of sandbags to protect key points, 'such an air of gaiety and so many sightseers that the atmosphere was . . . more akin to children playing with their spades and buckets on one of the popular seaside beaches, than to the potential horrors of total war'. One Burton-on-Trent mother remembers collecting gas masks for her family from the crowded parish hall. Her two daughters were still awake when she arrived home and had a joyous game galloping round the bedroom in their new masks while an elderly relation staying with the family sat down and wept at the sight.

Everywhere the crisis called forth a spontaneous desire to help and a heartening readiness to improvise. Where sirens were not yet ready—the BBC even broadcast one so that people could recognise the warning when they heard it—arrangements were made to use factory hooters instead. In Wanstead when the First Aid Commandant found himself short of equipment he designed for himself a prototype stretcher of match boarding and within forty-eight hours the local boys' club had produced thirty copies of it, while local chemists had promised to make up the other missing supplies.

The Chamberlain government has often been accused of wasting the year gained by the abandonment of Czechoslovakia at Munich, but during those twelve months an immense amount was in fact done to prepare for war. In particular the Munich crisis transformed the A.R.P. situation. Before it recruits had been few and their training something of a joke to those outside. Now, suddenly, there were more volunteers than instructors.

A typical new recruit was a local photographer at Grantham in Lincolnshire. He first became aware of A.R.P. on his way back to his studio from the local hospital carnival one Saturday evening in September 1938, when he saw on every tree an appeal for people to enrol as air raid wardens. For him the resulting sacrifices began the evening he called at the local Art Club, to which he had belonged for years, to say that he would be attending no more, as he was on his way to his first A.R.P. lecture.

The government wisely went ahead after Munich with the plans already made for a great A.R.P. recruiting drive. Cabinet ministers stumped the country exhorting their fellow citizens to come forward, conscientious mayors climbed on to cinema stages to make the same appeal, clergy repeated it from the pulpit, posters on every hoarding and leaflets thrust through every letter box underlined it. Recruiting for the Auxiliary Fire Service was particularly vigorous, especially in London where the aptly-named Chief Officer of the London Fire Brigade, Commander Firebrace, was loyally supported by Herbert Morrison, leader of the Labour majority at County Hall. The London Fire Brigade was at this time a corps d'élite, immensely jealous of its reputation, and drawn almost exclusively, like its head, from ex-sailors. The A.F.S. were at first not popular, partly perhaps because it was feared they would take over the regular firemen's jobs. The recruitment of women aroused even greater opposition. 'My God! Have we come to this?', one officer asked Firebrace. Most women recruits worked as telephonists and as canteen staff but some drove taxis which, at the suggestion of the cab-drivers' union, had been bought to tow trailer pumps. Like other women volunteers for transport work they often came from well-off families—many had been 'Bright Young Things' in peacetime. The trailer pump was soon automatically associated with the A.F.S., a grey, practical, utilitarian-looking object compared to the dashingly romantic red fire-engines of peacetime.

By now no one in Great Britain had any excuse to plead ignorance of what war was likely to mean. Directly after the Munich crisis the government had begun to deliver to every home in the country a buff-covered, thirty-six-page booklet, The Protection of Your Home Against Air Raids, which urged 'the head of the house' to 'consider himself as the captain of the ship', and compared the taking of precautions to the life-boat drill, essential, even if unlikely ever to be needed. It was followed in July and August 1939 by a stream of other Public Information Leaflets on such subjects as Your Gas Mask and Masking Your Windows.

A key step in the government's recruiting drive was the distribution of a solid forty-eight-page booklet, The National Service Handbook, described by the Prime Minister in a broadcast on 23rd January 1939 as 'A scheme to make us ready for war' and which listed the qualifications and age limits for service in the regular and reserve Forces, in nursing and the Women's Land Army, in the Observer Corps, which kept watch for enemy planes, and, above all, in Civil Defence.*2 The patriotic citizen could, if he were male and over twenty, become a special constable, or an auxiliary fireman, who would be called up for full-time service if war broke out. There were openings for fit men up to fifty, particularly from the building and similar trades, in the Rescue and Demolition Parties and Decontamination Squads, for a few men, from thirty to fifty, and more women, from eighteen to fifty, as ambulance drivers and attendants, and for men over forty-five and women over eighteen in the Report Centres, which would also need switchboard operators, stenographers, clerks and doorkeepers. Even youths under eighteen could find a job, in the Communications Service—later known as the Messenger Service— to run messages on foot, on cycle or motor cycle. The W.V.S., it was explained, had a dual role, in passing women on to the service most suited to them and in itself undertaking such jobs as escorting evacuees and manning canteens. The greatest need of all, however, was for air raid wardens, the backbone of the A.R.P. The warden was expected to be a mature and responsible person, the women over twenty-five, the men over thirty, or twenty-five 'if not available for more active service'. The government hoped, it explained, to have one Wardens' Post, manned by five or six wardens, to every four or five hundred people in urban areas. They were the Civil Defence's maids of all work, who would be trained to identify poison gas, administer first aid, call out the appropriate rescue or medical services, direct people to shelter or rest centres, and, above all, stop panic.

During the winter of 1938–9 the new recruits got down to serious training. A Warwickshire woman whose husband, a local government employee, became A.R.P. officer for the surrounding rural area, remembers this as the period when the threat of war first began to disrupt their peaceful family life. Her husband was out every night organising meetings and gas-mask fitting, and putting up posters calling people to meetings, her thirteen-year-old son busy with a loudspeaker van for the same purpose, and she herself attending St. John Ambulance Brigade classes in first aid. Margery Allingham was highly impressed by the ex-colonel, now an A.R.P. officer, who visited her Essex village to demonstrate the use of a dustbin and scoop to scrape up an incendiary bomb and who pointed out that a hay-fork, or other long-handled implement, could be used instead. If anti-gas helmets for babies were still not available when war came a truss of hay stuffed down the chimney would make any room gas-proof. She was even more struck by the ex-Army instructor who for twelve weeks came to conduct two-hour sessions in the village school. While the new wardens squeezed into infants' desks too small for them, he hung up on the blackboard coloured charts showing the effects of mustard gas blisters on the limbs. They contrasted strangely, she felt, with the paintings of The Light of the World and of a child lying down with a lion and a lamb, which hung above them.

The Grantham photographer, Walter Lee, recalled how 'We were shown charts with blood gushing out of a cut artery and the ends of broken bones protruding through the skin . . . We often said to each other laughingly, "Oh, happy days to come."' In Grantham the wardens began their practical training by noting how long it took them to get to their posts in the dark and the time required to reach an 'incident', the official name for a fire or damage caused by a bomb, in any part of their district. They soon learned that anti-gas precautions, which dominated the training syllabus, could be overdone, discovering, Walter Lee recorded, that it was almost impossible to use a pencil with oilskin gloves on and that by the time they were taken off and put away 'our report forms had become soaked and were impossible to write upon. . . . Two of us then went in search of a phone.' This too produced useful experience, for they discovered that few houses in the locality were on the telephone, and that most of these were already shut up for the night. A survey showed that none of the wardens' homes had a telephone and future exercises, and the first real bombs, were reported with the help of a friendly family, which left their telephone in the porch after going to bed.*3

One of the largest sources of A.R.P. recruits was that large pool of middle-class women who had either never worked for their living or had been forced to resign their jobs on marriage, then an inflexible rule in most white-collar occupations. For the better off the Ambulance Service had a particular appeal, for driving was at this time a relatively rare skill, and car-ownership, particularly by women, a luxury.†1 The wife of a college official in Oxford recalls being one of thirty recruits taught by the owner of a local taxi service to drive taxis towing trailers containing racks for stretcher cases, the first A.R.P. ambulances. She has vivid memories of practising driving in the dark, in a gas mask, by the light of dimmed side-lights during the long, dark winter after Munich. On some exercises two drivers started out from opposite ends of Wytham Woods, without lights, and with instructions to approach each other through the odd mile or so of winding road and to pass safely when they met. Anxious to avoid a head-on collision, more than one driver wandered completely off the road and was later found somewhere in the middle of the woods, totally lost.

In London the W.V.S. also organised a special course of driving without lights, in pitch darkness, in Croydon, but was rebuffed by the Regent's Park authorities when it asked for the lamp standards to be turned out for similar exercises in the West End. Even so, many women learned to drive in the dark, avoiding palliasses stuffed with straw, scattered on the road to represent casualties, and to carry out running repairs on their vehicles. Not everyone had yet realised, however, the basic toughness of the female sex. In one London borough where exercises for wardens were accompanied by a gramophone record of exploding bombs, the volume was turned down when 'lady wardens' were involved so that the bombs exploded with gentle pops.

In Woodford one first aid class collapsed with laughter at the sight of two of its members trying to undress a supposedly injured fat man who was also feigning hysteria. In an old-established textile firm, in the shadow of St. Paul's, where forty of the 800 staff had enrolled for the first aid course, one employee during a lecture on knots enthusiastically gagged another into total silence with a bandage round his mouth. Rescue work, the firm's historian recorded, was 'extremely popular, perhaps due to the reason that the mock "victims" were sometimes lady members of the staff'. A woman office worker in Wimbledon remembers a first aid practice in which the unit duly rescued a mother who had supposedly just given birth, but her 'baby', a piece of rolled-up blanket, was mislaid and forgotten. A Birmingham first aid worker enjoyed a gas cleaning exercise, in which a number of small boys agreed to act as victims and be scrubbed on all exposed parts of their body. 'I can see them now', she remembers, 'with rosy, shining faces all bright and fresh in their clean pyjamas'. A Hertfordshire teacher remembers the hilarity which greeted her when with great presence of mind she extinguished a flaring primus stove, intended for sterilising hot water at incidents, with an enamel bed-pan. The lecture on emergency child-birth had the same class shaking with suppressed laughter when both legs fell off the ancient doll which a woman doctor was using for her demonstration. In a London store one enthusiastic girl fire-fighter caused equal amusement by repeatedly falling down while hurrying to an imaginary fire in her brand new dungarees and rubber boots. She had forgotten to cut the string tying her Wellingtons together.

It is difficult to identify the precise moment in 1939 when people ceased to say 'if war comes' and began instead to say 'when', but it was probably in mid-March 1939, after Hitler had marched into the remaining part of Czechoslovakia, thus finally repudiating the Munich agreement. Two weeks after Hitler had entered Prague the British government formally guaranteed the independence of Poland, and in April, against Labour opposition, carried the National Service Act, calling up for i year's military training in the Militia all young men of twenty. This, a nineteen-year-old Coventry girl noticed, for the first time brought the coming war home to her circle as men in her age-group disappeared reluctantly into the Army. Discussion about the rival merits of Ibsen and Chekhov, she remembers, gave place to heated arguments about Hitler, Chamberlain and, above all, conscription. The young men, she admits, were concerned more about their threatened careers than about Hitler, and patriotism was singularly lacking.

In July, not before time, a new Civil Defence Act strengthened the powers of the local authorities to build shelters, requisition premises and prepare for evacuation and fire-fighting. It also, for the first time, directly affected many thousands of private firms. Any employer with more than thirty workers was now required to organise A.R.P. training and services among them; while anyone employing more than fifty people, in a large city or other danger area, had to provide shelter for them. Sir John Anderson, now, as Lord Privy Seal, in charge of Air Raid Precautions, described the Act as 'putting the yoke to a willing horse', and the chief criticism of it by Herbert Morrison, the Labour spokesman on Civil Defence and later Anderson's successor, was that the government's plans did not go far enough.

Behind many of the government's preparations lay the fear of a 'knock-out blow' from the air that would paralyse the country, shatter morale and perhaps lose the war before it had properly begun. Shortly before Munich the government had, in deep secrecy, designated a number of individuals as Regional Commissioners, and in April 1939 the duties and names of the twelve areas and thirteen men concerned (London had two Commissioners) were made public. The Regional Commissioner had two duties—to co-ordinate the work of the Civil Defence and other authorities, such as those concerned with health and food supplies, in his region, and in a real emergency, such as invasion, to take over, if necessary, the civil government, becoming a virtual dictator over all its inhabitants, with almost life and death powers.

Although the government now spoke of Civil Defence, the general public continued to prefer the now-familiar initials of A.R.P. and in school playgrounds the children who a year or two earlier had sung ribald rhymes about Mussolini now had a new rhyme to the tune of the currently popular song Under the spreading chestnut tree.

Under the spreading chestnut tree,
 Neville Chamberlain said to me:
 'If you want to get your gas mask free,
 Join the blinking A.R.P.'*4

About this time a shrewd cigarette manufacturer issued, in place of the traditional pictures of footballers and film stars, a set of fifty cigarette cards, with album to match, entitled Air Raid Precautions. In April 1939 appeared Nevil Shute's What Happened to the Corbetts, an imaginary account of the sufferings of a Southampton family under air attack, the publishers patriotically distributing a thousand copies free to A.R.P. workers. In the following month Richmal Crompton published the latest of her collections of short stories about a lovable but mischievous schoolboy, William Brown, William and A.R.P. William, having complained that 'grown-ups got all the fun . . . Smellin' gases and bandaging each other and tryin' on their gas masks', assembles the local children at his headquarters, the Old Barn, and lectures to them from his sister Ethel's A.R.P. notes. 'I dunno why they smell of pear-drops', the lecturer tells his class, in answer to questions about gases, and the meeting ends in a free fight over the possession of a bandage, previously obtained by William's fellow outlaw, Henry, by the simple expedient of cutting himself.

In the much-loved radio comedy series, Band Waggon, one episode in 1939 revolved round the delivery to the flat of 'Big-hearted' Arthur Askey and Dicky 'Stinker' Murdoch, in Broadcasting House, of a large package described as 'an arp', as it is labelled A.R.P., which turns out to be an air raid shelter. After quarrelling over its erection 'Big and Stinker' compose their differences with the rhyme:

Big and Stinker must agree
 Now they've joined the A.R.P.

  Many people were by now making their private preparations for 
    war. An Ipswich girl remembers her father warning her 
    not to dispose of any out-of-date clothing, so that when peace came she still 
    possessed a long 1937-style coat, fit for remodelling for further duty as 
    a skirt and coat. The parish clerk of a Middlesex church 
    ordered an extra supply of coke, and began to build up a small reserve of 
    wafers and communion wine and to prepare a safe hiding place for the parish 
    papers in an oak chest made from an old piano, and a repository for the church 
    valuables in the clock case in the tower. A Lancashire 
    cotton worker managed out of her £2 a week earnings to buy extra 
    food for her store cupboard, despite relations telling her, with North Country 
    bluntness, that she was 'daft'. The deteriorating international situation 
    was reflected in the shopping list of a Tolworth, Surrey, 
    woman. In July she began accumulating a few extra tins of soup, meat, milk 
    and vegetables, later adding to these such standby 'fillers' as rice, oats 
    and lentils and finally buying dried yeast and extra flour so that in a real 
    emergency she could bake her own bread. The real meaning of events was brought 
    home to a girl working for a Jewish tailor as he was called on to help more 
    and more Jewish refugees from Europe. It became a joke 
    among her workmates that if their employer gave away any more of his stock 
    the firm would go bankrupt.

The headmaster of Malvern College, opening some belated Christmas cards on Boxing Day 1938, discovered among them a heavy grey envelope labelled 'Secret', which contained the news that his school buildings would be requisitioned in the event of war. Eventually, after a long search by the headmaster, the Duke of Marlborough, who had offered Blenheim Palace to the nation 'for the duration', agreed to accept Malvern in place of the government offices he had expected and a coming-out ball for the Duke's daughter in June confirmed that the Palace's ancient kitchens could probably cater for 450 boys and staff. At a girl's boarding school at Bexhill the hymns that summer became progressively more patriotic as the traditional titles were replaced by Land of Hope and Glory and I vow to thee, my country. 'It seemed', one pupil recalls, 'as if our headmistress thought we could sing away the war and certainly if sheer lung power could have helped our efforts would have brought peace.'

During these months of waiting, the signs of preparation for war were everywhere. In my Berkshire home town I can recall the walls of sandbags appearing outside the back-street building which had become the A.R.P. Control Centre, the derelict pub which suddenly reopened its doors as an A.F.S. sub-station, the long-disused school on which notices blossomed proclaiming it a First Aid Centre, with separate entrances for gas-contaminated casualties.*5 Brick-built shelters were now appearing in streets and parks all over the country and in danger areas back gardens were changing their shape with the appearance of humpbacked Anderson shelters, of which by September 1939 the government had distributed nearly two million.

Less obvious were the preparations to disperse the population. The government had published in the month after Munich Sir John Anderson's report on evacuation and in May 1939 it announced the division of the country into 'danger' areas, where evacuation was recommended, 'neutral' areas with no movement and 'safe' or 'reception' areas. Each contained roughly a third of the population. Throughout the 'danger' areas in the spring of 1939 lists were being compiled of children wishing to be evacuated and there were several large-scale rehearsals, while in the 'safe' areas Billeting Officers were equally busy compiling tables of potential hosts. Thousands of organisations and firms in the big cities were, like the government itself, making similar plans to move, and there was a boom in the sale of large country houses which could house whole offices and their staffs and in block bookings in country hotels.

In its protection of the population from the dreaded 'knock-out blow', the government relied as much on the proposed black-out as on evacuation. From the autumn of 1938 onwards increasingly large-scale tests of the black-out were held, conducted, however, with that half-hearted-ness so characteristic of the Chamberlain government. The first test, in Yorkshire, was actually held between 1 a.m. and 3 a.m. to reduce the inconvenience to the public and in London it was seriously argued that no black-out could begin before midnight because this would embarrass theatre-goers. To avoid alarming the public, tests of the newly-installed sirens were only held during the day. What The Times described as their 'fluctuating, high pitched moan' was first heard over most of Greater London simultaneously in December 1938. The sirens were heard again in Chelsea in mid-June in 1939, when they ushered in the biggest Civil Defence exercise held before the outbreak of war. Four hundred wardens were on duty, 'all wearing a distinctive and serviceable outfit of brown overalls and steel helmets', the Control Centre at the Town Hall was manned, the A.F.S. and the first aid parties stood by, and, partly no doubt to keep the streets clear, 5,000 children were removed to stations from twenty schools in the borough to test arrangements for evacuation. Prompt at 12.30 the sirens sounded over Sloane Square, the traffic stopped, the public obligingly moved into roped-off enclosures, to represent the as-yet-unbuilt shelters, and loudspeakers warned that bombers would arrive in eight minutes. 'Bells clanged and fire brigade units dashed off to deal with imaginary fires', The Times reported. 'Mobile First Aid Units and ambulances went off on their various duties. High Explosive bombs were supposed to have burst at nine separate places, wrecking buildings, severing gas and water mains and causing casualties.'

Two hundred A.R.P. observers from all over England watched from the roof of Peter Jones's store. An employee of the firm described in its house magazine how 'When the sirens were sounded at 12.30 customers and partners [i.e. staff] in all departments seemed to melt away and in a minute or two they were all in their refuge stations. Only three customers in the whole shop did not wish to take part . . . One was what is technically known in the trade as "difficult". Rumour had it that she cancelled her order; said she'd go to—'s, walked out of the shop and was immediately thrust into a refuge pen by an air raid warden in Sloane Square.'

Frances Faviell, a Chelsea artist and first aid worker, had a pavement's eye view of the affair as she lay on the ground posing as a casualty, listening to the onlookers jeering at the wardens. (Some, she admitted, did look strange, for the uniforms were often a bad fit and the seats of the women wardens' trousers reached almost to their knees.) From her prone position she found herself gazing at an A.R.P. recruiting poster signed by the chairmen of the local Conservative, Labour and Communist parties. 'Although we differ in many aspects of policy', it ran, 'we unite in urging you to volunteer for training to protect yourselves and your neighbours'—an impression of unity somewhat spoiled by the swastika scrawled on it by a dissenting Fascist.
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 REPORT FOR DUTY

  'A state of emergency has been declared and you are asked 
    to report at once for duty in accordance with your undertaking.'

  Letter from Town Clerk of Wandsworth to volunteer warden, 1st September 
    1939
  The holiday season of 1939 was not a happy one. Some resorts, like Scarborough, 
    tried to tempt reluctant visitors by a promise in their official guide-books 
    that bookings cancelled because of a national emergency need not be paid for, 
    but the government's announcement on 1st August that petrol would be rationed 
    immediately if war broke out hardly encouraged people to leave home, any more 
    than the railways' warnings that normal services would be disrupted once evacuation 
    began. Many people wisely decided, however, to make the most of what might 
    be their last chance of a break for years, and compromised by taking their 
    gas masks with them. The memories of those who went abroad during these sunlit 
    months, and August was one of the warmest and driest on record, have still 
    a particular nostalgia. A Northampton family remember, for example, a cruise 
    in the fiords of Norway, for within a year the places they visited were to 
    be overrun by the Germans and the ship they sailed in was sunk. A future land 
    girl, cycling amid the Burgundy vineyards in mid-August, still remembers being 
    astonished when a French boy pointed out to her the blacked-out glass roof 
    of Dijon station and warned her that the Germans in 
    the youth hostel were probably spies.

For the days of peace were almost over. On Tuesday 21st August an astonished world learned that Russia was entering into a non-aggression pact with Germany. It was formally signed two days later and the BBC announcer Stuart Hibberd, who read the news to the nation with his usual impassive calm, described it privately in his diary as 'a bombshell'. A typical listener, the Grantham photographer and warden, Walter Lee, noted in his journal that he was 'dumbfounded' by it. All over Europe people hearing the news realised that it meant war. The telegrams began to flow out recalling the reservists and everywhere tourists and holiday-makers set out for home. A young London woman, just beginning a travel and study scholarship at a small seaside resort in southern France, sadly saw the call-up posters appearing and the hotels beginning to empty and, at station after station on the journey home, the heartbreaking sight of women waving goodbye to their men. Another Englishwoman, staying with a French family, remembers sitting in the pavement cafes and hearing one alarmist radio news bulletin after another, until the family cook arrived with the news that her two sons had been called up. After a nightmare journey from Boulogne, jammed shoulder to shoulder on the boat, she arrived at a blacked-out Waterloo, to be struck by the contrast between the hysterical excitement prevailing in France and the resigned composure of her countrymen. A woman on holiday in Middleburg, Holland, remembers the crowds anxiously reading the call-up notices on the walls of the town hall and her journey back to Dover in a boat crammed with foreign-speaking British citizens and their luggage, returning to a country they had almost forgotten. 'The Cliffs', she remembers, 'looked wonderful from the sea with gunners at their posts silhouetted against the night sky.' The headmaster of Malvern College, on holiday in France, heard the news of the Russo-German pact—and that of the call-up of his landlady's son—on the following day, and instantly began packing. The headmaster of Dulwich College Preparatory School, peacefully fishing on a loch in the Western Highlands, looked up to see his wife running down the hillside waving the morning paper. Within minutes he was on the telephone to set the long-perfected evacuation plans for his school in motion. A Yorkshire family, entertaining a French schoolboy, found themselves deeply involved in trying to get him home safely before the war began, at last managing to find him a place on a ship travelling from Glasgow instead of London. At an international scout camp further south the tents began to empty as one by one the boys from the Continent were summoned home.

For many people on holiday in Great Britain the problem was whether to enjoy the last few days of peace or to get home before the skies became dark with enemy bombers. Frequently, telegrams of recall from their employers, now packing up for evacuation, solved the problem. In the nine o'clock news on 22nd August it was announced that Parliament had been recalled, the first time this had been done by radio, and when the two houses met on 24th August they immediately passed the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act, 1939, the basis of the Defence Regulations which were to affect every aspect of the citizen's daily life in the next six years.*6 On the 25th August the BBC, which had in the past broadcast its first news of the day at 6 p.m., began to provide 'special news' at 10.30 a.m. and 1 p.m. with interruptions in other programmes for particularly urgent announcements. Now bulletin remorselessly followed bulletin and all the news they contained was bad. On Thursday 24th August the holidays came to an abrupt end for tens of thousands of schoolteachers affected by evacuation when they were recalled by radio to their posts. The headmistress of the Mary Datchelor School in Camberwell, which had almost been evacuated in 1938, had enjoyed just one day's break in Dorset when she heard the news and began travelling home through the night.

That same day Stuart Hibberd noted that 'the entrance hall of Broadcasting House looked like King's Cross on Christmas Eve. The advance party [for the BBC's wartime studios in the country] was preparing to leave. On 25th August all leave was cancelled and everyone was busy taking black-out precautions. All possible precautions were taken in Broadcasting House, even to fixing gas-doors in position on the lower floors. That evening 10.30 p.m. Phillips [his announcer colleague, Frank Phillips] rang up to tell me that the first warning had come in and that I was to report at 9.30 a.m.' Other parts of the BBC were also on the move. A secretary in the Variety Department remembers drawing on 25th August £10 emergency pay, to cover the approaching evacuation, in addition to her customary £3 19s. 6d., and moving to a colleague's flat at Hounslow as the staff had been told to wait as far west as possible for the expected order to set out for their wartime home. An official of the BBC Publications Department had unluckily chosen Saturday 26th August for his wedding, but got only as far as Weymouth en route to his planned honeymoon in the Channel Islands, for the boat service had been cancelled. On the following Wednesday the unhappy bridegroom was himself summoned back to London to help with the evacuation of his department. It proved a bad omen; the marriage ended in divorce.

The government recall of teachers had served as a lead to many firms and the great dispersal was by Saturday 26th August well under way. Already two special trains had carried 800 bank clerks and typists from the Central Clearing House in London to their new offices on a former ducal estate near Stoke-on-Trent, and that day the first 450 headquarters staff of the Prudential Assurance Company set off for previously hired hotels in Torquay.

Besides the official movement and that of private businesses, there was, too, much 'self-evacuation' by those who, sensibly enough, wanted to be out of the cities when the sirens sounded. The artist Frances Faviell noted that Sunday how, while the Chelsea pavements were full of men and women in uniform, the roads were crowded with streams of cars leaving London, piled high with toys, prams and luggage and the family pets. Already the war was affecting her professional work; she was having to hurry to complete the portraits of two South African clients who were anxious to leave for home.

Throughout the succeeding week the tension tightened. The Daily Service with which broadcasting began on Monday 28th August reflected the nation's uncertainty. While the introit was Blessed he the Peacemakers, the hymn was A Safe Stronghold our God is Still. Later that day there was county cricket on the radio, Middlesex v. Surrey and Hampshire v. Yorkshire, but by now even cricket enthusiasts had more important preoccupations than the current score.

Step by step the country was moving towards war and each new stage directly affected some section of the population. A shorthand typist working for a film company in Tottenham Court Road remembers seeing the growing preparations on her daily bus journey from Fulham, with trenches being dug in the parks, builders busy reinforcing basements, Anderson shelters being sunk in back gardens and brick surface shelters going up on the pavements. The secretary of a plastics firm on the North Circular Road found herself involved in ordering A.R.P. equipment for its basement shelter. For her the war came suddenly closer when, on Wednesday 23rd August, she received a telephone message from the local police that the factory hooter was not to be sounded again except as an air raid warning. The following Sunday, she remembers, she managed to stay dry-eyed through prayers for peace at church, only to weep right through the sailors' hymn, Eternal Father, Strong to Save, which reminded her of her brother at sea somewhere in the Persian Gulf. The government's announcement, on Tuesday 29th August, that all place names visible from the air must be obliterated immediately affected the appearance of many railway stations, as all but the smallest name boards were taken down. A Barnsley woman remembers that her husband, a ganger with a local electricity supply company, was soon working sixteen hours a day painting out the firm's name, which it had proudly inscribed in large letters on many of its power stations.

  Even those less personally involved in the nation's preparations 
    found it impossible to escape the prevailing mood. A woman office worker remembers 
    enjoying the lunchtime sunshine in the City streets 
    that August until, in Finsbury Circus, she saw piles of dark green metal stretchers 
    being unloaded from a lorry and carried into one of the buildings. The scene 
    reminded her of an illustration to a Victorian allegory, with a grim ogre 
    lurking in the background of an otherwise gay picture. An assistant in a Liverpool 
    department store was equally distressed by the gaiety of the children brought 
    to her counter to choose a gaily-coloured gas mask case as a pre-evacuation 
    'treat'. An Essex mother noticed a similar incongruity. While her fifteen-month-old 
    boy and girl twins were competing in a Baby Show at the Southend 
    Kursaal, in the town's last pre-war Carnival, workmen were busily blacking 
    out the vast roof above them.

Throughout August recall notices had been going out individually to hundreds of thousands of Army, Navy and R.A.F. reservists, but it was not till Thursday 31st August at 11.7 a.m. that the decisive step was taken which affected millions of civilian homes: the government issued orders for evacuation to begin the following morning. The 1 p.m. news that day warned that 'no one should conclude that this decision means that war is now regarded as inevitable', but four hours later it was announced that the fleet had been mobilised, the classic sign that Britain was in earnest, and all remaining R.A.F. and naval reservists were now ordered to report for duty. That night, as tearful mothers in cities all over the country finished packing their children's clothes for an early start next day, the BBC broadcast a special service of intercession, though few can have had any illusions that prayer alone was likely to stop Hitler.

The announcement of the calling out of the Territorial Army made a deep impression. An Ipswich Civil Servant remembers hearing it at her tennis club. Without a word, three men in the group shook hands with their friends and amid shouts of 'Good luck!' walked out of their lives. The wife of a Scottish Territorial on holiday on a farm with her year-old son recalls receiving a message from her husband that he had been mobilised and she must make the arrangements to return herself. Her host, with wartime helpfulness, obligingly loaded cot, playpen, luggage and family on to his milk truck and drove them back to Glasgow. The daughter of an Oldham headmaster remembers how for days the guests at the hotel in Petworth, Sussex, where her family was on holiday, had gathered round a wireless set on the reception desk at news-time. Now the receptionist predicted disaster so convincingly that she emptied the hotel, the headmaster observing, 'If we don't go now, we shall find the road blocked with tanks!', a remark which later became a family joke. As they filed out, the first evacuees were already moving in.

  But the only tanks on the move that day were Hitler's. When 
    millions of listeners eagerly tuned in at 10.30 a.m. on Friday 1st September 
    to the first news of the day they heard a solemn-voiced announcer reporting 
    the invasion of Poland. This, for most civilians, was the day the war really 
    began. Walter Lee in Grantham learned what had happened from a dialogue between 
    two workmen building a garage. ' 'Ave yer 'eard the news, Bill?' called the 
    man at the foot of the ladder. ' Itler's gone into Poland!', to which his 
    mate called down the heartfelt response, 'The b——!' A twenty-one-year-old 
    Edinburgh University student, getting up late that 
    morning, was brought up short by hearing as he dressed that 'Warsaw 
    and Lowicz' had been bombed, for he had visited both 
    places with Polish student friends earlier that year. A nineteen-year-old 
    girl in Denbigh, North Wales, 
    remembers going out that day to buy a roll of wallpaper for redecorating her 
    bedroom and seeing the placards outside newsagents' shops, 'Poland Invaded'. 
    A woman living in a village in central Scotland and 
    leading a very sheltered life caring for her invalid mother felt an urgent 
    need to do something energetic. She finally collected all the family's laundry 
    and began furiously washing it. 'No German', she resolved, 'was going to catch 
    us with our linen unwashed.' With the washing safely on the line she had another 
    urgent thought, to buy sugar from the travelling shop which visited the village 
    on Fridays—her mother had told her how scarce this had been in World 
    War One. The wife of a Plymouth shopkeeper remembers customers buying extra 
    sugar, flour and candles. A draper's assistant in Andover recalls that her 
    employers had prudently bought up so much stock that it was difficult for 
    the staff to move. Many housewives found it difficult to decide when prudent 
    stocking-up degenerated into unpatriotic hoarding. 
    The mother of one Blackburn girl felt it was permissible to buy extra food 
    but only in instalments. Her daughter, then aged thirteen, was sent eight 
    times that day to the shops, to obtain a quarter of a pound of tea and two 
    pounds of sugar on each trip.

To many people what was now happening seemed like a nightmare; a London woman remembers going to the cinema that day and seeing many of the audience in tears as the already out-of-date newsreels of Poland were shown. A Fleet Street journalist noticed the crowds round the newspaper sellers—and the teams of men already stacking sandbags in front of windows. That evening, a wet one in London and the first night of the black-out, he visited a doctor friend who had offered his services for A.R.P. work and found him grimly reading a textbook entitled Emergency Surgery. In Bolton by four o'clock that day male workers had already received their calling-up papers, by five they were back at the mills in uniform to say goodbye.

  Friday 1st September was the day that your children were evacuated— 
    or other people's arrived—the day that the black-out began, the day 
    that the A.R.P. was mobilised. Travel to work that morning was disrupted, 
    as buses and trains were busy with evacuation, and everywhere, on hoardings 
    and walls and telegraph poles, the white posters were 
    appearing, some headed 'Lighting Restrictions', warning that the black-out 
    was to come into force at sunset, others more dramatically beginning 'By the 
    King, a Proclamation', formally announcing the declaration of a state of emergency. 
    Of all these events it was the black-out which affected most people and which 
    did most to lower their spirits. From 7.47 p.m., British 
    Summer Time, that night no one could any longer ignore the approach of war. 
    A woman on holiday with her husband at Torquay remembers how that week as 
    they had looked from the windows of their lodgings at the newsagent's opposite 
    the placards outside had daily grown grimmer and grimmer. They had tacitly 
    agreed to ignore the news, but on Friday 1st September went in to dinner to 
    find the lights dimmed for the first night of black-out—and the dining 
    room crammed with newly arrived Jewish evacuees, in a state of obvious terror. 
    Next day she travelled back with her husband, who had been recalled to his 
    office, in an unlighted train, crowded with troops trying to sleep in the 
    corridors—a fitting introduction to wartime travel.

This was the day that one unlucky architect in Surrey had chosen to move house. He and his wife spent their first night feeling their way about in a strange building, with no curtains up, afraid to put on a light. Their first contact with their neighbours was a desperate appeal to borrow a newspaper to black out one window, and with the paper pinned over the frame they settled miserably down beside a single candle. The first call the husband made in his new neighbourhood next morning was to Putney Police Station to collect his tin hat, cape and truncheon as a War Reserve Policeman.

In many places the black-out was that first night enforced with ridiculous stringency. A Bath schoolgirl, summoned home from a holiday in London, found that the coach she was travelling on was stopped by soldiers who ordered that even the sidelights—permitted by the regulations—should be turned off. A Lincoln woman, who had heard the news that reservists had been recalled while she and her husband, on holiday in London, were preparing to go to the theatre, remembers the nightmare drive homewards to enable him to report, for they were stopped by the police and told to drive entirely without lights.

In Ramsgate a hostile crowd gathered outside a house with unscreened upstairs windows and prepared to pelt them with stones from the garden rockery. The owner, who claimed never to have heard of the black-out, was later fined £15.

Wars had always begun with partings, but never had there been so many as in 1939. The reservists were the first to go. The manager of a stage company appearing at the old Grand Theatre, Croydon, had begun the last week of peace with the company rehearsing an Edgar Wallace thriller, but before long one of the leading actors was 'called for' by an army lorry. By the end of the week the company included so many replacements mat there were six prompt scripts on stools round the stage to help the newcomers, and the unfortunate producer was also doubling as scene shifter, props man and front-of-the-house manager. That night Sir Henry Wood spoke to the Promenade Concert audience from the platform at Queen's Hall, the first time he had ever done so. The 'Proms', he announced, were closing that night as the Symphony Orchestra would no longer be available. It was, in fact, destined for Bristol—and before it returned to London Queen's Hall was a ruin. A Bath housewife, having sent her husband to collect the weekend joint, learned when he returned hours later that he had volunteered instead to deliver other orders in his car, the butcher's delivery man having been called up. A Middlesbrough woman remembers how her husband, reluctant to leave her alone with two small babies, ignored the first O.H.M.S. letter recalling him to the Army. Only when a second arrived, warning him to report that day or be arrested, did the family set off, the husband for Richmond barracks, the wife for her father's home at Darlington. 'I did not know that my father would want me and two babies thrust upon him', she admits. 'I was very relieved to receive a warm welcome.'

For days past many local authorities had also been quietly mobilising their reserves. A Birmingham woman, who had been attending A.R.P. classes at the local school, and her next-door neighbour, found themselves summoned, a week before war broke out, to man a first aid post at the local swimming baths. The helpers soon organised themselves into shifts, the housewives covering the 8 a.m. period, with office- and shop-workers and men filling in the night hours. The baths were, she remembers, in a filthy condition, due to their hasty conversion, and the housewives spent their shifts in the essential, but unmartial, activities of scrubbing and cleaning. Many buildings were quietly taken over as emergency mortuaries and a W.V.S. worker remembers seeing in a requisitioned East End school stacks of prefabricated dark brown, cardboard coffins, stored flat like collapsible cake-boxes, with large bolts of material intended for making into shrouds. The government, with typical Chamberlain economy, had prudently bought up unwanted oddments, so that some were, rather incongruously, bright red, and others white with patterns of pink roses and blue forget-me-nots.

The formal mobilisation of Civil Defence personnel was announced by telegram to local authorities and in the six o'clock news on Friday 1st September. For members of the A.F.S. it had a particular significance, for from being part-time volunteers they now became full-time professionals. An Essex woman remembers that as her husband left for duty at London Fire Brigade headquarters next morning she felt she would never see him again. 'The bottom had dropped out of my little world.' A Richmond A.F.S. man heard the call to duty after a hard day's cycling, for after evacuating his wife and baby to Burghfield in Berkshire, he had set out by bicycle to spend his summer holiday with them. That night, after a few hours with his family, he mounted his bicycle again for the long ride back. At 10.30 on Saturday morning he was at his post as Liaison Officer at a Report Centre.

A part-time warden in South West London received her call to duty by a note delivered by messenger and at 9.30 p.m. that evening she assembled with others who had lightheartedly volunteered months before and, she noted in her diary, 'excited, fearful, expectant, we waited . . . nothing happened'. The expected equipment failed to arrive and at 1 a.m. they dispersed, 'tired, grumbling, disappointed'. It was not, perhaps, a bad introduction to the frustrations and waiting of war and at 10 a.m. next day they reassembled to learn another lesson from the District Warden, a forthright old soldier. 'You wanted to be air raid wardens?' he asked them. 'Well now you blooming-well are air raid wardens. It won't be long now, I don't suppose, before we get our share and it wouldn't surprise me if we didn't get a whiff of gas as well . . . If any of you think you'd like to pack up before the fun starts, now's the time to do it. Well, good luck.' Gathering up their gumboots and oilskins, which had at last arrived, his pupils departed, much chastened, the sickly smell of the hot rubber in their nostrils.

On the evening of Friday 1st September there occurred another event that affected almost every home in the country. In the six o'clock news that evening, and every few minutes thereafter until 8.15, the BBC announced that it was merging its National and Regional services and would in future broadcast only one programme—available continuously from 7 a.m. till a quarter past midnight. Listeners were asked to tune in in future to either 391 or 449 metres, the wavelengths in happier times of the Scottish and North Regional programmes.

With everyone in the country dependent upon the BBC these changes made a great impression, making everyone realise both the scale of the emergency and the thoroughness of the preparations made to meet it. Another BBC event that day attracted far less attention. That morning the BBC Head of Drama had been rehearsing his first full-length play for television, Somerset Maugham's The Circle, when, simultaneously, a messenger arrived with the tennis rackets and balls needed as props, and a telephone call informed him that the 'emergency period' had begun. At noon that 'Black Friday', as it was nicknamed by television enthusiasts, as a Mickey Mouse cartoon ended with the words, in Garbo-like accents, 'Ah tink ah go home', the 20,000 television sets in Britain went blank. They were not to carry a picture again till 1946.

  The first programme heard on the new wireless wavelength on 
    Saturday 2nd September was a news bulletin and many more followed that day, 
    alternating with records and a sound that recalls for many the beginning of 
    the war, Sandy Macpherson at the theatre organ. 'Sandy', 
    summoned back from holiday at Looe, now found himself 
    the sole survivor of the Variety Department left in London. 'St. 
    George's Hall', he noticed that morning, 'seemed very empty after they had 
    all gone . . . There was a silence almost death-like in its intensity.'

A sombre sense of expectancy hung over the whole nation that day. The black-out had come, the evacuees had gone, the A.R.P. were ready— all that was lacking was the war. An Edinburgh University student noticed that the Saturday morning crowds, instead of strolling in the sunshine in Princes Street, were standing in groups with 'a curious, half-frozen look'. That evening the family gloomily celebrated his sister's birthday in a blacked-out drawing room drinking her health in Cointreau. What followed, her brother recalled, was 'pure Mrs. Miniver'. His sister corked the bottle decisively after that first glass and announced, 'We shall drink the rest when victory is won.'

As the black-out shutters went up that evening in the fishing village of Ardglass in Northern Ireland a London woman then living there was cheered to hear the patriotic tunes being played by an old fiddler in the corner of the local pub. The locals, Irish-born, took more comfort in the record catch of herrings that day and the further shoals of fish said to be coming in—an excellent omen, they felt, for Britain's prospects in the coming war.

That Saturday only a few people sought entertainment outside their own homes. At the Theatre Royal in London the audiences for The Dancing Years had been growing thinner and thinner throughout the week and by Saturday the stalls were so sparsely occupied that Ivor Novello invited people from the gallery to come down and fill the empty seats, the evening developing into an impromptu concert. An Ipswich Civil Servant faced that day a difficult decision. Should she obey the orders given the staff at work that morning not to leave the city in case they could not return, or pay her usual weekend visit to her mother at Colchester, as it might be their last chance to meet for a long time? Greatly daring, she decided to go, enduring a memorable journey in unlighted trains and a nightmare walk across a blacked-out station, in which she repeatedly bumped into shadowy figures in Army uniforms or tripped over their kit-bags.

A few people stoutly refused to be deterred from their holiday plans, like the couple who caused astonishment by asking at Hull station for tickets to Hornsea, a coastal resort thought likely to be an early target. The first afternoon in their holiday bungalow was spent pinning brown paper over the windows and that night, as some were still uncovered, they sat romantically by candlelight.

But most movement that day was homewards. A Welwyn Garden City shop assistant spent the day travelling home from his holiday at Herne Bay in Kent, which was already almost empty, though 7,000 mothers and children from the Medway towns were expected at any moment. 'Lovely day, but London very depressing', he recorded in his 'war diary'. 'Men working feverishly sand-bagging important buildings. Arrived home 7 p.m. and started work blacking out windows. Tired and hot.'

One film technician who had been told on Friday that the film he was working on was to be restarted with a 'war angle' learned that Saturday morning that it was to be scrapped altogether. After seeing Euston jammed with travellers, and narrowly escaping being run down by a bus in the black-out, he answered the call of a poster in a café, 'Join the A.F.S.', and walked straight to the nearest fire station. Within minutes he had been signed on and was on his way to war, in a taxi towing a trailer pump to an emergency fire station, a requisitioned school.

The editor of The Sunday Chronicle, emerging from his London office for an evening stroll, was struck by the unfamiliar sight of the special constables on duty in civilian clothes and steel helmets, by the vast array of barrage balloons in the sky, and by the ever-present soldiers, laden down with kitbags, on their way to join their units. Returning to his office, around 8 p.m., he found his staff gathered round the tape machine, reading the text of the Prime Minister's speech in the House of Commons as it clattered off the keys. As the realisation spread among the little group that Chamberlain was still not going to announce the declaration of war, though it was now nearly two days since Hitler had invaded Poland, you could, the editor recalled, 'see on everybody's face the contempt and sense of disillusion'.

The day had been hot and sunny but, as darkness fell, a series of violent thunderstorms swept the country. A mile or so further east the daughter of an East London policeman, on duty that night, felt it seemed like a warning of impending doom. The wife of a Chesterfield factory-owner, alone in the house as her husband was absent on A.R.P. duties, noted in her diary: 'Dreadful thunderstorm. All lights out. Busy with blinds.' A woman travelling back to London from a curtailed holiday in the West Country watched the lightning flashes light up the faces of the passengers jammed in the darkened coaches, which were in total blackness, except for the occasional gleam from the guard's lantern as he struggled down the crowded corridors. At Portsmouth the rumour spread that the war had already begun, as four barrage balloons, struck by lightning, caught fire and lit up the night sky. And so, tumultuously, died the last day of peace.
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 THE DAY WAR BROKE OUT

'The day war broke out, my missus said to me: "It's up to you . . . You've got to stop it." I said, "Stop what?" She said, "The war." '

—catchphrase of wartime comedian Robb Wilton

Sunday the 3rd of September, 1939, began with a bright and sunny morning. The storm during the night had cleared the air and those who were up early—sunrise was at 6.16 a.m. British Summer Time—were conscious of the invigorating freshness of the atmosphere, as though the decision to fight had dispelled the oppressive sultriness of the previous evening. A Worcestershire telephone engineer noticed it as he started work at 7.30 that morning wiring up the stately home of Croome Court, intended as a wartime retreat for the royal family. A London woman noticed it as she went to early mass that morning in a Franciscan chapel. There were no prayers for peace. Those unworldly men, the friars, appeared to be unaware of the crisis.

  Millions of people that Sunday morning were busy in their gardens, 
    preparing the ground for Autumn crops or struggling to erect homemade or Anderson 
    shelters. In Colchester, Essex, a woman watched her husband and male neighbours, 
    stripped to the waist, digging a trench linking their garden to the adjoining 
    house. The cutting down of the fence was, he felt, symbolic of the way barriers 
    between neighbours were now being removed. For one newly-enrolled special 
    constable in Shropshire the war had already begun. In the early hours of 3rd 
    September he had had to tour the local farms knocking up the German farm 
    workers and warning them they must not travel further than three miles without 
    police permission. A young woman working on a Sussex farm self-consciously 
    took her gas mask with her that morning as she went to feed the chickens and 
    to fetch the cows in for milking. A Leeds University student, spending the 
    weekend at home in Bingley, decided that war was inevitable 
    and went up on the moors that morning with a girl friend. They lay silently 
    in the heather, smoking and enjoying the sunshine, as the last minutes of 
    peace ebbed away. Although even the most extreme Sabbatarians 
    had always permitted 'works of necessity' on the Sabbath, there was some doubt 
    as to whether erecting a shelter for one's own protection qualified under 
    this heading. A Southampton girl, evacuated to Jersey, 
    was deeply shocked to see her hosts and other islanders busily working on 
    their dug-outs that morning.

For women the first job that morning, once the breakfast was washed up, was the same as for days past, sewing permanent black-out curtains. Everywhere the wireless was on. The first news bulletin at 7 a.m. had reported that no reply had been received from Hitler to the British demand made two days before that he would withdraw from Poland. At eight there were optimistic Polish reports about German aircraft and tanks destroyed.

The announcement for which everyone was waiting came at ten: the Prime Minister would speak to the nation at 11.15. Housewives with a wireless in the kitchen—a rare amenity in 1939—were able, as they began to peel the potatoes and mix the batter for the Yorkshire pudding, to listen to a selection from Princess Ida and to Parry Jones singing The Passionate Shepherd, followed by a recorded talk, Making the Most of Tinned Foods.

There were still that morning a million families where the breadwinner was unemployed and many people could not afford a wireless set, but already traditional British reserve was breaking down and set-owners invited their neighbours in. This was the first time the family next door had ever been inside our house, though we had lived side by side for nine years.

Neville Chamberlain was now a man of seventy and his voice was old, tired and sad.

I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at No. 10 Downing Street. This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note, stating that unless the British government heard from them by 11 o'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany. . . . The situation in which no word given by Germany's ruler could be trusted and no people or country could feel itself safe, has become intolerable. Now we have resolved to finish it. . . . May God bless you all. May he defend the right, for it is evil things that we shall be fighting against—brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution; and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.

The national anthem followed Chamberlain's speech. In private houses and A.R.P. centres many people stood up for it. In hotels they were more self-conscious. A young law student at an expensive country hotel near Guildford remembers the residents sitting tight: they had come there for safety, not to make patriotic gestures. One Essex woman claimed that her dog climbed loyally out of his basket at the sound and stood firmly to attention, until she took him on her lap for mutual comfort. A South Benfleet woman, alone in her bungalow with her small son—her husband was in the A.F.S.—took her baby from his pram and hugged him to her, praying that they might survive the war. She then wrote a long letter to her mother begging her to care for her grandson if she should be killed, packed her jewellery and family papers in a small case and stowed them in the bottom of the pram, along with food and a spare set of clothes and nappies. A Hereford teenager, due to start her first job the following day, was still in bed when war was declared. Her immediate reaction was to get up and dress in her Sunday best. She then set off for the High Street, and stood on the pavement waiting to see the soldiers march off to war, led by brass bands, as in the films of 1914. She was very disappointed that the streets seemed deserted apart from a few worried-looking churchgoers on their way home, and even the station, instead of being packed with troop trains and weeping relations, was silent and empty. A fourteen-year-old Kidderminster girl, however, found events unfolding just as she had expected. On going round to the Drill Hall to see her 'Terrier' boy friend who had been summoned there the previous Friday, she found his unit marching off to entrain for a destination 'somewhere in England'.

A Newcastle boy, camping with a friend in a Northumberland village, listened with half a dozen others in the village shop, specially opened for the occasion, looking out at the river and fields beyond. Then they packed up and cycled home, where he found his brother and father hard at work glueing adhesive tape to the windows.

The news of the declaration of war spread rapidly that morning, even to those a long way from a radio. One young boy, on a neighbour's boat on the Thames, remembers that even they could not escape it, for a policeman, pushing his bicycle along the bank, called to them, 'It's happened!' A district midwife in Horsham, Sussex, heard the news as she left a small house where she had been up all night delivering a baby boy, and the milkman called to her, 'Nurse, we are at war with the Germans.' She was, she acknowledged, unmoved; her thoughts were of her recent patient and the hard day's work still ahead. A Sheffield girl, on holiday with her fiancé at Scarborough, remembers they learned the news while walking along the deserted front from firemen dashing wildly about. One London mother who had evacuated her family to relations in Dorset remembers she was taking them for a country walk when she heard through the open windows of the cottages that war had been declared. One W.V.S. member, seeking homes for evacuees in Walton-on-the-Naze, was surprised to be asked inside and given a glass of sherry while listening to the Prime Minister. This was perhaps the last time that, as a Billeting Officer, she found herself actually welcome.

The immediate reaction to the news varied between a stunned silence and an urgent desire to discuss it. One London mother, staying with her in-laws, remembers hastily taking her small son down to the bottom of the garden to watch the trains go by, to get away from the depressing talk indoors. A Norfolk woman, married in May after an argument with her husband—who had wanted to wait a few months as 'it would soon be all over'—remembers that the declaration provoked a new discussion: as he might well be killed, should they have a baby? As before, his wife won the argument and her fears proved groundless. By the end of the war the family numbered four.

Tears were common that morning. A twenty-year-old Yorkshire girl was horrified to see her father, 'a hard man' in his sixties, weeping. A South Norwood woman watched the tears rolling down her mother's cheeks, while she herself, aged twenty-five, wondered, 'Shall I ever be twenty-six?' One eighteen-year-old Liverpool girl at work as a Lyons waitress, or 'nippie', sobbed so bitterly that the cashier deserted her desk to console her, while a fellow waitress brought a cup of tea and pressed upon her the first cigarette she had ever smoked in her life.

For families with evacuees the declaration of war seemed the justification of all their inconvenience. A woman in Cheadle, Cheshire, caring for two small girls from Moss Side, Manchester, found their company a real consolation. They had sat soberly on the terrace, with the dog and the kitten at their feet, while Chamberlain spoke, then one eight-year-old, reacting like millions of older women that day, said, 'Come on, Auntie, let's go and make a cup of tea.' Soon they were watching fascinated as 'Auntie' made cakes and put them in the oven; they had only seen shop-made pastry before.

Even those following their normal routine that morning felt moved to mark the day by some departure from their usual way of life. At Lichfield Theological College the war had not been allowed to interrupt the usual morning service, but on learning the news on their return to their rooms the students did something unprecedented on a Sunday and began to play cards.

The most enterprising clergy that day had made arrangements to inform their congregation if war were declared. The ten-year-old daughter of the vicar of a village near Canterbury experienced feelings of mingled pride and shyness as she opened the church door and walked up the aisle in mid-service to break the news to her father. The wife of a Cambridgeshire vicar remembers how, as the news was announced to the congregation, there was an audible gasp and matins was abandoned and a short improvised service of prayers and hymns substituted so the congregation could get home early. A Devon woman remembers the deep sadness which gathered over the congregation in her church as they listened to the speech on a battery set resting on one of the pews. One Church of Scotland service, in Lanarkshire, began with a young divinity student describing his experiences in the preceding two days in helping in the reception of children evacuated from Glasgow, and having broken the news of the declaration he led his congregation in singing O God, Our Help in Ages Past.

Some people that day stalwartly refused to let a mere war interfere with their plans. In Coventry the local Art Group met as usual in the old weaving shed which was its headquarters, but one member felt 'it was not a happy meeting and art was very far from our thoughts. We did not know how long we would have any young men left.' A Liverpool rambling club had chosen this day for their annual outing by coach. As their bus carried them through the lovely countryside of North Wales they paid less and less attention to the scenery and more and more to the grim news coming over the coach radio. Lunch was a somewhat tense meal for the proprietress of the guest house was expecting an evacuated school to arrive at any moment. That night the returning ramblers discovered with a shock that theirs was the only vehicle heading for Liverpool. All the other traffic was flowing in the opposite direction as evacuees poured from Merseyside into Wales.

Some people that morning heard the news of the declaration with relief. A thirteen-year-old schoolboy in Cheltenham was delighted, for his friends had got hold of the notion that all schools would be closed indefinitely if war broke out. Great was their disappointment when they discovered that as the town was a reception area school would be open as usual, but with evacuees from Birmingham sharing the premises. A Worcestershire farmer also welcomed the news, since for years he had seen his neighbours going bankrupt one by one. Now, he felt, 'at last we are going to be wanted'.

Eight minutes after the Prime Minister had finished speaking, at 11.28 a.m., the sirens sounded over Greater London, and a few minutes later, over many other parts of the country, including much of East Anglia and the Midlands. In Central London the warning system worked admirably. There was little traffic about and as some policemen cycled through the streets bearing large 'Take cover' notices on the fronts and backs of their uniforms, like cycling sandwich-board men, the few people in the streets filed into the trenches in the parks. In many residential areas, however, the picture was a good deal less orderly. A few A.R.P. workers, in the excitement of the moment, forgot their months of training and began frantically to twirl their heavy rattles, intended only to warn of the presence of gas. At Carshalton, one mother, seeing a warden running along the street sounding a rattle, remembers that 'I clasped my baby, sent aloft a prayer and waited for the worst'. At a village near Gainsborough in Lincolnshire, another young mother remembers seeing her neighbours, too scared to go out, peering from their windows with their gas masks on and gesturing to her to put hers on. Deeply apprehensive lest she were suffocating the child, she settled her baby inside its anti-gas helmet and began to operate the pump. One London woman remembers a neighbour remarking as they entered the shelter that Chamberlain had spoken of having received no reply from Hitler, and that here was his reply. An eleven-year-old Battersea girl was moved to tears at the prevailing gloom, until a few moments later, when the siren sounded, she was diverted by the sight of an eccentric woman in the road running up and down in hysterics. A Dulwich woman remembers seeing a young girl rush from a nearby house wearing only one shoe, carrying her baby, and screaming hysterically. A North London woman, alone and expecting a baby, felt she must take shelter with someone in the same situation, and hurried to a pregnant friend in the next road, only to rush back again when she realised she had forgotten her gas mask. Then she discovered she had broken the heel off her shoe; by the time she was calm again the 'All Clear' had sounded. One seven-year-old girl, terrified by the wailing siren, soon recovered her spirits and promptly went into the garden in the hope of seeing the invading German planes. A Nottingham woman remembers how, after the declaration of war, people stood about in small groups, seeking comfort in company, until they rushed into their houses when the siren went. She was, she admits, 'quite literally terrified', huddled with her children under the oak dining table, praying for their lives and 'fully expecting to see hordes of German bombers over our houses dropping loads of bombs'. A Stepney woman, having made a mad rush for the shelter, faced an agonising decision: should they risk their lives from high explosive by going back for their gas masks, or stay where they were and be gassed?

The ten-year-old daughter of a Palmers Green family delightedly put on her gas mask and firmly refused to take if off, while watching the milkman dutifully unfastening his horse, reversing it, and tying it up with a special halter with its head between the shafts.*7 In a Fulham street one local shopkeeper watched another hurrying his wife and two small girls along to shelter at his mother-in-law's home with shouts of 'I'm not going to stay there and be bloody well killed'. It was a classic case of death being in wait elsewhere. The shop survived the war; the whole family were, in 1940, wiped out in the same cellar to which they had hurried that first morning. The first casualty of the war in the home of a newly-married couple in Kingston-on-Thames was a prized wedding present, a beautiful crystal bowl. As they swung a heavy sideboard across an alcove and crouched behind it, waiting for the bombs to drop, it fell and smashed into fragments. Not far away, the owners of houses on the Kingston by-pass dashed into the road to offer shelter to passing motorists. 'We bagged a dear old lady who doddered into the lounge with her chauffeur,' one woman remembers. 'My two dogs, an alsatian and a cocker spaniel, loved visitors and kept running round the room in excitement. Suddenly the spaniel disappeared and then reappeared with a burnt offering for our new guest . . . an old pair of cotton pants . . . I used as a floor cloth.' It is doubtful whether guests or host were more relieved at the 'All Clear', but no sooner had they left than the neighbours arrived demanding that the alsatian be destroyed in case in the next raid he ran amok and bit them. His devoted owner admits that she sat down and howled, until, her husband having persuaded the visitors to leave, they began to work out plans to remove the animals to safety.

That first siren of the war caught one London family half-way across Waterloo Bridge on their way to a wedding. Turning down the driver's suggestion of taking shelter, they hurried on, only to find they had the church to themselves, with no guests, no clergyman and no bride and groom. Eventually the wedding started half an hour late, but without the bride's parents, who had failed to hear the 'All Clear'. A nurse from St. George's Hospital, hastily married the day before because of the war, was walking in the Surrey countryside with her new husband, enjoying their one day honeymoon, when the sirens sounded in the distance. But nothing could depress them that morning. She remembers they laughed immoderately as an air raid warden drove down the road in his Baby Austin while his wife leaned out of the window shouting, 'Take cover!', to a landscape containing only a few bushes and a tumbledown pig-sty.

A Hounslow woman, who had hurried her children off to a friend's shelter, remembers they sat discussing the situation with such interest that they failed to hear the 'All Clear'. The first they knew of it was when her husband arrived home from his milk round to find the house empty, the joint ruined and the kettle boiled dry. In a Civil Service office in Newcastle the staff had been on duty since ten, having assembled to learn the contents of the sealed envelope labelled 'To be opened only on the outbreak of hostilities'. The oldest member of the female staff found herself suddenly in demand in the shelter as the younger clerks and typists pleaded with her to tell them, from her first world war experience, what shortages to prepare for. Her reply, 'Buy up hairpins, kirby grips and elastic for knickers!'—sound advice as it turned out—led next morning to the counters of the local Woolworths being stripped bare of these items as the Civil Service women of Newcastle descended en masse in search of them.

The cinema industry had already been warned that places of entertainment would be closed on the outbreak of war and on the 3rd September the manager of the Granada, North Cheam, in accordance with Head Office Memorandum No. 7, Section 18 (Staff Morale), assembled his staff in the restaurant to break the news to them. He had just announced, 'Above all, we must at all times keep calm', when he was interrupted by the siren, at which his audience abruptly dispersed. Most rushed into the street but two or three cleaners clung to the hand rail at the top of the circle steps, screaming at the tops of their voices.

For those on A.R.P. duty the warning had a special significance. One Putney warden found herself that morning in a post in the kitchen of a private house, where the A.R.P. equipment was heaped on the table beside the Sunday joint and the telephone did duty for both private and official calls. When it rang she seized it eagerly, only to hear a voice asking, 'Is that Mum?' Chamberlain's speech reduced her to tears and another warden helpfully handed her a wad of gauze bandage to dry her eyes, the first use of the borough's first aid stores in war. The siren pulled her together more rapidly even than her colleagues' sympathy and she found herself taking messages with complete composure. At Eltham, South East London, where a large house was being converted into an A.R.P. Control Room, the waiting telephonists and other staff had felt rather in the way of the electricians and carpenters who were hard at work. When the siren went the position changed dramatically, the A.R.P. personnel scattering carpenters, wires and toolbags out of their way as they manned their telephones and map-boards. With the 'All Clear' the situation was again reversed as the builders once more took over.

Not all A.R.P. workers reacted heroically to this first call to action. A City secretary, on duty that Sunday at an A.F.S. station near Potters Bar, remembers with self-conscious composure and due regard for the correct procedure taking the 'Air Raid Warning Red' message to the operational crew. Not one was to be seen: at the first sound of the siren all had felt an urgent need to visit the lavatory.

After the 'All Clear' there was a distinct sense of anticlimax. The one o'clock news carried a whole series of official announcements, including the news that a War Agricultural Executive Committee had been appointed for each county, an appeal for more midwives in emergency hospitals and an offer of free sand for sandbags to any firm in London which cared to collect it. None of this was very exciting, though it all added up to a picture of a well-prepared nation steadily moving into war, an impression reinforced by the sight of the barrage balloons rising remorselessly into the autumn sky, their silver fabric glittering in the sunshine. To people approaching London from the country these strangely shaped objects, like swollen oval fish with outsize tails, were the first reminder of the capital's vulnerability. By those whom they protected they were often regarded with humorous affection. In Chelsea two local balloons were known as 'Flossie' and 'Blossom', while M.P.s nicknamed the balloons moored behind County Hall on the other side of the river from the Palace of Westminster 'The Bishop of London' and 'Herbert Morrison'. There was some amusement when, after the declaration of war, 'Herbert Morrison' proved reluctant to leave the ground. A balloon based in the recreation ground at Walthamstow was known as 'Bertha' and a local messenger noticed how the 'curious, soft, almost melodic whine' emitted by Bertha's cable in a light breeze, combined with similar sounds from other balloons on a windy night to produce a 'symphonic' result. A London woman writing to an American friend was positively lyrical about the thirty balloons she could see from her window. 'When the sun is low and strikes below them early in the morning and at sunset they gleam like quicksilver, their fins shadowy—fish in a deep-blue sea.'

Some shopkeepers were already involved in the government regulations which were soon to order their business lives. A radio announcement at noon had stated that the 'government's scheme for the distribution of fish comes into operation as from today' and ordered all fishmongers and fish friers (better known outside the trade as the proprietors of fish and chip shops) to report with the permits already issued to previously selected centres. The secretary of one local trade association later described in The Fish Friers Review how at Chorley, Lancashire, 'The meeting room was crowded as the clock moved to 2.30, when I realised I was the only official present'—the other officers and committee members being all absent on Civil Defence duties. Eventually he was given a blank cheque to go and purchase fish on behalf of all the members from the distribution depot at St. Helens, but none of the members owned a car. Eventually a wholesaler hired them a van and driver and at 4.30 next morning the secretary set off, after a slight delay when the driver told him 'Go and get thy gas mask', to face their first experience of driving twenty-four miles in the black-out. Rather disappointingly, after all this effort, the government scheme proved a failure. With real news scarce, the shortage of fish and chips in Lancashire due to the government's alleged bungling was the first big story of the war, and the whole elaborate system was scrapped within a fortnight.

Already, after only a few hours of war, a new friendliness was apparent. Suddenly, a Kent woman found, 'we were going into neighbours' houses, speaking to strangers on buses and in the shops'. An artist in Chelsea remarked how 'I saw neighbours who never spoke to each other chatting excitedly. . . . Everyone . . . gathering in small groups to discuss the events of the morning.' In Oldham a headmaster's daughter discovered that, for the first Sunday in memory, the children were allowed to play in the back alleys between the houses and that the adults were so busy chatting that, even more remarkable, no one called them in as darkness fell.

The BBC news at 4.30, as families everywhere were settling down to tea, announced the setting up of a War Cabinet and revealed that the morning's warning had been a false alarm. It reported, too, that 'All places of entertainment will be closed until further notice', including 'indoor and outdoor sports gatherings', that all schools in the evacuation and neutral areas were to be shut for at least a week and that banks and the stock exchange would not re-open until Tuesday. 'Keep off the streets as much as possible', listeners were told. 'Carry your gas masks with you always. Make sure that every member of your household has on them their names and addresses clearly written on an envelope or luggage label.' Most important of all—the announcer's copy of the script still bears his marginal note, 'Slowly and emphatically'—was a warning that 'The amount of lighting on the roads after sunset is still so great as to constitute a grave danger to public security'.

The King's broadcast at 6 p.m., with a recorded repeat later, was universally praised. It marked a new peak in the affection in which the British public held this simple and honourable man, to whom every speech was an ordeal:

In this grave hour, perhaps the most fateful in our history, I send to every household of my peoples, both at home and overseas, this message. . . . For the sake of all that we ourselves hold dear and of the world's order and peace it is unthinkable that we should refuse to meet the challenge. . . . To this high purpose, I now call my people at home and my peoples across the seas. I ask them to stand firm and united in this time of trial.

Many who missed church that morning felt a sudden need to attend it that night and congregations were good. A seventeen-year-old Birmingham girl was impressed by the rows of gas mask boxes lining the pews at evensong. A Brixton Methodist congregation met for the first time in a downstairs room, as the chapel could not be blacked out. After communion the congregation discussed plans for the future and decided to change the time of the evening service to 4 p.m. The officers of one Congregational church in Hull, who had cancelled evening service for fear of the expected raids, were embarrassed when an exceptionally large number of church members turned up and had to be directed to the rival Methodist establishment across the road, which was packed out.

By now the weather had deteriorated, especially in the North. A woman in Central Scotland was struck by the way in which 'The sky darkened and soon rain was falling in a continual drizzle, as if Nature was joining in our mood of apprehension and uncertainty'. A nurse in a Clydeside hospital remembers the thunderstorm which hurled rain angrily against the windows that afternoon and the blinding flashes of lightning as the off-duty staff assembled to paste black paper on the panes.

For those at home that evening the highlight of the BBC's programmes was the first instalment of J. B. Priestley's Let the People Sing, read by the author, the first novel specially written for radio. The rest of the evening was largely taken up with a service, records and, inevitably, Sandy Macpherson at the theatre organ. In that first week of the war he was to broadcast twenty-three programmes; in the next twenty-two, but his unique contribution to the war effort as one of the few live performers left on the air was not universally appreciated and one listener even wrote unkindly to the BBC: 'I could be reconciled to an air raid, if in the course of it a bomb would fall on Sandy Macpherson and his everlasting organ, preferably while he was playing his signature tune.'*8

The BBC had planned its programmes to fill in between frequent and, it was expected, dramatic news bulletins, but at six o'clock it had nothing more inspiring to report than 'There is little fresh news from the war zone'. At 7.30 p.m. it was stated that 'it is the official view that since five o'clock France has been at war with Germany', the French government, even more reluctant warriors than the British, having failed to commit themselves unequivocally. At 9 p.m. the nation learned that Australia was at war—'Where Britain stands stand the people of the Empire', her Prime Minister had said—and at 10.30 that Lord Gort had been appointed commander of the British Field Force. Of more interest to most civilians was the news that from the following day 'one grade only of motor spirit will be supplied to the public . . . called "Pool" . . . and on sale . . . at one and six a gallon', with rationing beginning in a fortnight. Broadcasting ended at midnight with The Londonderry Air, and one new item of somewhat unmartial information: from the following morning pigs could not be sold for slaughter over a price of thirteen shillings a score, dead weight.

By now the black-out covered the British Isles. Hitler had not after all, come that day, but many went apprehensively to bed, dreading a night attack. To Stuart Hibberd, whose calm, polished voice had brought reassurance into millions of homes, 'London after dark' seemed 'strange and eerie, yet with an unsuspected beauty, the buildings on either side of Portland Place rising like the steep sides of a Norwegian fiord'. As darkness fell the sharp beams of the searchlights, scattered all over the country, began to sweep the night sky, seeking the still expected raiders. In a Cheshire village a cafe proprietor took her two small boy evacuees from Manchester outside to see the pretty patterns the searchlights formed in the night sky. And so, peacefully, ended the first day of war.
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Factory-outing, wartime style. A party of munition workers watching a demonstration of mortars
they helped to build.

Tank factory in North East England.
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‘Your duty now is war work’
Painting aircraft interior.

Fastening fabric on aircraft wing.
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Coupon-cutting in Woolworths: June 1941.

Make do and mend class. A proud mother display’s her daughter’s siren suit made from an old coat.
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Citizens queuing for water from a standpipe.
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Rescuing the files, Liverpool.
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North London railings being taken for scrap, April 1940.

Salvage

W.V.S. collecting aluminium in West London.
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‘Saucepans into Spitfires.’ An aluminium dump, July 1940.

‘New clothes for old.” W.V.S. clothing exchange in action.
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On the London to Scotland express.
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Royal Engineers removing a
one ton bomb at an East
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Front garden in Hull, with
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Time-off

Dancing on Plymouth Hoe, July 1941. (Note
uniformed musicians, and barrage balloon.)

Visiting a shot-down Messerschmitt. (The usual
charge for a close inspection was 6d for the local
Spitfire Fund.)
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V.E. Day procession in Whitehall. (The young men in civilian clothes, an unusual sight, were
university students.)

Victory

The end of the civilians’ war. A bonfire in a Croydon Street, V.E. night.
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The first route march. Local Defence Volunteers in Berkshire, June 1940. (As yet their only
uniform is an armband and many have no weapons.)

Weapon-training. Members of the London County Council Home Guard under instruction,

August 1940. (By now they have denim uniforms and rifles. Machine guns were as yet few and
far between.)
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Shelter

Piccadilly Circus underground
station during the Blitz.
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Rescue men removing a body
after an ‘incident’.
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Anti-landing obstructions, July 1940. (Sewer pipes, wooden posts and old cars were ‘all used as
obstacles to prevent enemy troop carriers or gliders landing.)

Building a strongpoint at Admiralty Arch, May 1940. (This emplacement would have commanded
Trafalgar Square and, at the rear, the Mall, leading to Buckingham Palace.)
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Black-out material on sale,
August 1939.

Fire-guard party preparing to
go to it. (The stirrup pump was
widely distributed in 1939; the
‘sun-bonnet’ type steel helmet,
especially designed for fire-
guards, did not come into use
until 1941))
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Arrival of the Andersons in an Islington street, February 1939.

Preparations

Brick street shelter in Peckham, January 1940.
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‘Unaccompanied infants’, escorted by W.V.S. helper.

Evacuation

School party leaving London for the West Country.
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Infant's anti-gas helmet. A demonstration Toddler’s ‘Donald Duck’ mask
with a doll.

Getting ready for gas

The standard civilian gas mask. A fitting session at school.
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Hospital train at Streatham
station, early 1940.

Animals A.R.P. Centre,
Woodford Bridge, 1939.
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The Phoney War and its ending

The start, September 1939.

Defeat in Norway, April 1940. (Note the copies of
Picture Post, price 3d, and Woman, price 2d.)

Defeat in France, June 1940.

Attack on England, July 1940. (To save paper,
news-bills were now forbidden and vendors wrote
their own—complete, as here, with misspellir
of Messerschmitt.)
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A wartime wedding. The fire-fighting party of a City firm forming an archway for the bride and
groom, April 1940
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