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Introduction

When the Second World War broke out in September 1939, it came as no surprise to the children of Germany; the Nazis had been preparing them for war through semi-military training in the Hitler Youth and the League of German Maidens, almost since they had taken control of the country back in 1933. To British children it was an altogether different matter – true, the situation in Europe had been looking threatening for some time, but British children then were no more interested in ‘the news’ than their descendants are today.

Everyone was affected by the war: men, women, and children. Although some people were far safer than others, no one could claim complete safety from the bombing raids or, later, the V1 flying bombs and the V2 rockets. On a more day-to-day level, everyone was affected by rationing, the black-out, shortages and the thousand and one small changes that the war brought with it.

This book seeks to look at those changes through the eyes of the children of the war, concentrating on those aspects of the home front that most concerned or interested them. It focuses on the war through eye-witness accounts by people who were children then, supported by photographs and artefacts. In addition there are activities from the period, such as recipes, things to make, and quizzes.

I hope the book will help those born after the war to understand what it was like for the children of the time, and bring back some fond memories to those who lived through it.

The Second World War did not just suddenly happen. In Germany Adolf Hitler and his National Socialist German Workers’s Party (the Nazis) had been voted into power in 1933, and soon set about getting back the parts of Germany that had been taken away by the Treaty of Versailles (1919–20), which ended the First World War – or the Great War, as it was then called. At first people in Britain were not too worried; many said that the Germans had been badly treated following their defeat and were only taking back what belonged to them; some even said that Hitler was a strong and gifted leader and that we might do well to copy him.

In March 1936 Hitler took back the Rhineland. Four months later, when civil war broke out in Spain between supporters of the left-wing Republican government and the right-wing Nationalists in July 1936, he and his ally, Italy’s dictator Benito Mussolini, sent ‘volunteer’ troops and aircraft to support the Nationalist forces. The war became a testing ground for modern weapons and methods of warfare, including air raids against towns and cities, the most famous of which was by German aircraft on the town of Guernica in April 1937. Cinema newsreel pictures of the bombing were seen by thousands in Britain – this was a time when most British families went to the cinema at least once a week.

Two years later, on 11 March 1938, German troops marched into Austria. But the real crunch came in September of that year. Hitler demanded a part of Czechoslovakia called the Sudetenland – this had never been German territory, so the argument that he just wanted to get back the former bits of Germany could not apply to it. The Czechoslovakian government refused to give in, so did Hitler; Europe seemed to be heading for another war – everyone’s worst nightmare. The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, met with Hitler, the French Prime Minister and Mussolini in Munich on 29 September and the Sudetenland was handed over. Chamberlain returned saying that he had achieved ‘Peace for our time’, but few believed it. Hitler claimed that the Sudetenland was his ‘last territorial demand’ – even fewer believed that.

The ‘Munich Crisis’, as it was called, had taken Britain to the brink of war. Trenches were dug in the parks, the emergency services were put on full alert, and plans were drawn up to evacuate all London schoolchildren on the last day of the month. Although the evacuation plan was called off, 4,000 children from nurseries and special schools were taken away to the country, a foretaste of what was to come.

More and more, people felt that war was on the way, a war that Britain was not ready for – this was underlined when Hitler took over the rest of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. What Chamberlain had done was to buy time. In January 1939 the British Parliament had brought in the ARP (Air Raid Precautions) Act, which made local councils responsible for setting up safety measures such as the black-out, air-raid warnings and shelters to protect civilians. It also required them to get ARP services under way: air-raid wardens (to enforce the black-out), emergency casualty services and rescue squads. In March the Home Secretary made an appeal on the radio for one million ARP volunteers. Increasingly, throughout 1938 and into 1939, there were series of local ARP exercises where the new services put on public displays of fire-fighting and of dealing with air-raid ‘victims’.

In the late 1930s, through these and other preparations going on around them, the children of Britain became aware of the threat of war. In the 1920s and 1930s, most brands of cigarette contained a picture card in every packet. Each card was part of a set, usually of fifty, with different titles: ‘Film Stars’, ‘Cars’, ‘Aeroplanes’, ‘Footballers’, and so on. One of the most popular pastimes among children, especially boys, was collecting and swapping cigarette cards, which they would cadge from grown-up relatives or neighbours. In 1938 a new set was issued. Called ‘ARP’, it was issued throughout 1938 and 1939 by five different brands, including Will’s Woodbines, Churchman’s and Ogden’s, and would have been collected by many thousands of children. It contained cards showing different aspects of Air Raid Precautions, such as building a gas-proof ‘refuge room’ at home, or how to extinguish an incendiary bomb.

The preparations continued; in July 1939, every house in the country received four Civil Defence pamphlets explaining ‘Some things you should know if war should come’. One of these pamphlets was on evacuation, especially that of children. Then, in August, London and large areas of the south-east were involved in a massive black-out practice.

During the summer of 1939 Hitler turned his attention to Poland. Britain and France had promised to support Poland, but Hitler believed that they would once again give way. When the British Ambassador warned that they were serious, Hitler replied that he was 50 years old and would prefer war now rather than when he was 55 or 60. At the end of August he began to make impossible demands on Poland. Without waiting for the Polish government’s reply, the German army invaded Poland in the early hours of Friday 1 September 1939.

Britain and France declared war on 3 September. No one was prepared for war at this point and there followed a period of mobilisation, training and preparation by both sides and nothing much seemed to be happening – the so-called ‘phoney war’.

On the home front the war seemed to be nothing more than a series of inconvenient restrictions such as the black-out. The introduction of rationing in January 1940 only served to strengthen this view. The newspapers headed calls for cut backs in the ARP and Auxiliary Fire Services, widely seen as ‘army dodgers’, and there was a steady drift-back of evacuees; almost 1 million had returned by the end of January.

In the first winter of the war enemy aircraft activity was confined to attacks on shipping in the English Channel, or mine laying around the coast. The first civilian air-raid death in Britain was during an attack on the Orkneys’s naval base on 16 March 1940, and the first in England was not until the end of April, even then it was caused by a German mine-laying bomber crashing at Clacton-on-Sea, killing its crew as well as two civilians.

In May Germany began the Blitzkrieg; first German troops invaded Denmark, which fell in one day, then Norway, which fell in three weeks. On 10 May German armoured columns struck at Belgium, Holland, France and Luxembourg. Britain and France poured soldiers into Belgium to stem the flood of German troops – the same day that Neville Chamberlain resigned and Winston Churchill became Prime Minister.

On 14 May Holland surrendered, followed by Belgium on 17th. By 21 May German tanks had reached the Channel in France, splitting the Allied armies, and from 27 May to 3 June the Dunkirk evacuation took place – 225,000 British and 110,000 French and Belgian troops were plucked from the beaches by the fleet of ‘little ships’. On 17 June Paris fell and on 21st the French government asked the Germans to make peace. Britain now stood alone.

Invasion was expected at any time, and a series of anti-invasion measures was brought in. In May 1940 the Home Guard was formed, beaches were mined, road blocks and tank traps sprang up everywhere, railway station name boards and road direction signs were removed. Everyone was on the look out for spies and fifth columnists. ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’ the posters warned, car radios were banned, people taking photographs or making sketches were likely to be arrested. Invasion fever had reached a pitch by early September, as had the duel between the RAF and the Luftwaffe for control of the skies above Britain, otherwise known as the Battle of Britain.

On 7 September the Luftwaffe turned its attention to London. On that day, called ‘Black Saturday’ by the Londoners, the docks were pounded in the first of almost three months of nightly attacks on the capital. With the onset of autumn, the fear of invasion receded, to be replaced by the threat of aerial assault, and London was not the only target. The industrial towns and ports of Britain were also targets, and on 14 November Coventry was severely hit in a concentrated attack that paralysed the city. The year ended with the ‘Second Great Fire of London’ when the historic City of London was all but destroyed in a fire-bomb raid, which produced some of the war’s most memorable pictures of St Paul’s Cathedral ringed with fire and smoke.

The spring of 1941 re-awakened invasion fears, but in June Germany turned her attention to the east. The occupation of Russia also marked the end of the Big Blitz, as the massed raids of the previous nine months were called, although not the end of raiding, which continued in one form or another for the next two years. August saw the formation of the National Fire Service and the Fire Guard in response to the fire raids of the Big Blitz; millions of civilians not already involved in voluntary service in the Home Guard or ARP were ordered to attend compulsory training in incendiary bomb fighting, followed by stints of fire watching. In 1941 clothes rationing was introduced and the USA entered the war when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor in December.

In April 1942 the Baedeker raids on Britain’s historic cathedral towns and cities began. Cities such as York, Norwich and Exeter, among others, were badly hit in a series of heavy raids that continued until July. At this point the ‘tip and run’ raids began, which as their name indicates were fast raids preceded by little or no warning, continuing until January 1944. In 1942 the first American troops began to arrive in Britain in the build up to the invasion of Europe.

In January 1944 there began the first of a series of intense incendiary bomb raids, known as ‘the Little Blitz’, and these continued until March of that year. In June 1944 came the Normandy landings and in the same month the first V1s landed in Britain, followed three months later by the first V2.

The Normandy landings were followed by a series of fiercely contested battles. Those who had predicted that it would soon be over were proved wrong as another wartime Christmas came, although by then the end was clearly in sight. By the end of the year the threat of a German invasion was gone; the Home Guard was stood-down on 1 November.

Attacks by German aircraft on Britain had ceased and the numbers of civil defence workers were cut back, except in the south-east, where V weapons continued to fall. The last V2 landed in Orpington, Kent, on Wednesday 27 March 1945, and one woman was killed, becoming the last civilian death of the war, and twenty-three were seriously injured. The last V1s were launched on the evening of 28/29 March. Most were shot down, but one landed at Waltham Abbey, one at Chislehurst. The very last doodlebug touched down somewhat fittingly, in a sewage farm at Datchworth, near Hatfield. The Civil Defence were wound up on 2 May and held a final parade on 10 June in Hyde Park, where they were reviewed by the King. On 2 May the newspapers announced the death of Hitler, and four days later Germany surrendered unconditionally, the following day being declared VE Day.

Japan fought on, but the dropping of two atomic bombs in August resulted in their surrender, and VJ Day. The war was finally completely over.


ONE

The Day the War Broke Out*

I was 13 when the war started. The week before it broke out my family – me, Mum and Dad, and my little sister Eileen – went to Weymouth on holiday. We went to the cinema to see Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers and on the newsreel they were saying that war was coming. We came home on Friday instead of Saturday – the train was packed – there were sixteen in our compartment instead of eight.

Iris Smith, Bristol

On the morning of Sunday 3 September 1939 it was announced that the Prime Minister would make a radio broadcast to the nation at 11.15 am. Everyone held their breath; would Neville Chamberlain once again manage to turn certain war into peace at the last moment, as he had done at Munich the year before?

At the announced time the Prime Minister spoke:

This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven 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 Second World War had begun. Roy Coles, also from Bristol, recalls listening to the broadcast: ‘I was eleven when the war started. That Sunday morning I listened to the radio with my Dad, we listened in silence as war was declared. We had to go and see my Grandmother and my Great Aunt, we walked in silence down to my Gran’s – there was virtually nobody about. My Gran didn’t have a radio so we told them.’

The news rapidly filtered through to those who, like Roy’s gran, did not hear the broadcast; Vivien Hatton from Bermondsey remembers: ‘We were in church when the vicar told us that we were at war.’ Almost immediately after Chamberlain’s broadcast, an air-raid warning (a false alarm as it turned out) was sounded in London and large parts of south-east England. Sylvie Stevenson from Chingford was 4 at the time: ‘The first I knew was when the air-raid sirens went, we were at the top of Hall Lane – everyone just stopped. I remember dad coming home that evening, saying he was going to join up – Mum went berserk.’ Charles Harris, also from Chingford, was aged 7; he too remembers that first air-raid warning: ‘When the sirens went I went down into the public shelter, it was dark inside – there were no lights. Down in the mud on the floor I found 6d, when I came out I bought three tubs of ice cream with it – they were 2d each – my brother and sister and me all had ice cream that afternoon.’

Although some of the changes that the war brought to the lives of children did not come about immediately (rationing, for example, only came in later, as the war dragged on), others had already been introduced before the outbreak of war, such as gas masks, or followed almost immediately, as with ID cards and the spread of Anderson shelters.

* Catchphrase of the contemporary comedian Rob Wilton.


TWO

Evacuation

As the threat of war had increased during in the late 1930s, the government had begun laying plans for evacuation. These directly affected children, especially those living in London, the industrial cities and the great ports.

There had been air raids on Britain in the First World War and people were very concerned about the danger they posed. In the summer of 1938, it was decided that, should war come, those least able to fend for themselves – children, the elderly and the disabled – should be evacuated from those places most under threat. In September, at the time of the Munich crisis, plans were drawn up splitting the country into three types of area: Evacuation; Neutral; and Reception. Evacuation areas were mainly those places where people were thought to be in the most danger of air attack, although some places were cleared of civilians to provide training areas for the forces. The first Evacuation areas included Greater London, the Medway towns, Merseyside, Portsmouth, Birmingham, Manchester, Sheffield, Leeds, Newcastle, Edinburgh and Glasgow. Reception areas were safer parts to which evacuees – those being evacuated – would be taken; they were mainly rural areas such as Kent, East Anglia and Wales.

Schools were to be evacuated en masse, the children and their teachers moving all together to the same area, where they would usually share the neighbourhood school with the local children. Children from the same family would go together, with the younger ones going with the eldest’s school. Pre-school children were to be evacuated with their mothers.

On Monday 28 August 1939, before the summer holidays had actually ended, London schoolchildren went back to school to take part in an evacuation rehearsal. Many of the children had assembled by 6 am, carrying their kit. A government leaflet outlined what this should comprise: ‘a handbag or case containing the child’s gas mask, a change of under-clothing, night clothes, house shoes or plimsolls, spare stockings or socks, a toothbrush, a comb, towel, soap and face cloth, handkerchiefs; and, if possible, a warm coat or macintosh. Each child should bring a packet of food for the day.’ Every school had been given a number and had been told when to go to which railway station or where to board the coaches. The cost of the journey was paid for by the government.

On the morning of 31 August 1939, three days before war broke out, the order was given for the evacuation plans to be put into operation, and during the next four days nearly 1.9 million people were evacuated, including almost 1.5 million children, over half of whom were in school parties. Parents of schoolchildren were told when their children’s school would be leaving, although they did not learn the destination until after the children had got there; mothers of younger children were told where and when to assemble. From the London area alone 376,652 children and their teachers, 275,895 pre-school children and their mothers, 3,577 expectant mothers and 3,403 blind adults were transported out of the capital. Any operation involving these vast numbers could easily have lapsed into complete confusion but overall this phase of the operation was surprisingly successful.

Vivien Hatton was evacuated from Bermondsey

I was 9 years old when the war broke out, A few days beforehand I had been evacuated along with my older sister Audrey with her school, Aylwyn High School, to Worthing. I was terribly frightened. My mother made us sandwiches for the journey. We carried our gas masks round our necks and had a badge pinned to us to say who we were. We were billeted with a family I didn’t like, they were quite dirty – we arrived there about nine o’clock but were given no food, so we lay in bed and finished our sandwiches. I cried but my sister told me not to be such a baby.

We had some friends who were billeted with a Salvation Army couple, Mr and Mrs Crump, and they said they could arrange for us to transfer to them. The Billeting Officer said we were very ungrateful children.

On the children’s arrival at their destinations, the first real problems began to appear. It had not always been possible to transport schools to places where suitable, or even sufficient, school accommodation was available. The teachers set about putting things in order. Soon village halls and large buildings of all sorts had been put to use as temporary schoolrooms, and by Christmas almost all the evacuated children were receiving full-time education. At the beginning of the war Alan Miles, who was 9 at the time, was evacuated from New Cross to Brighton. His mother kept the letters he sent home, and they make a fascinating record. This is his first letter (spelling mistakes and all):

Dear Mum,

I am having a nice time. I went to school on Monday and in the prak [park] in the Afternoon. Do you know that I have tow [two] shillings and nine pence and I buot [bought] two commics one is Larks and the other is tip Top. I hop Tinker [his cat] is all right and reads this letter out which I am just going to write miow miow miow for the cat. Is dady making some more guns and I hop dady’s foot is better. Is mumy still finding the cat on my bed. Mrs bodmin went to the pictures and Enid and I went to fech Mrs bodmin and Mr bodmin.

Love from Alan

Another letter dated 2 July 1941 shows how contact with home was ensured – ‘I am at school writing this letter as every Wensday morning Londers [Londoners] have to write letters home.’

One particular problem sprang up in North Wales, where some children were placed with Welsh-speaking families, but with the ready adaptability of youth, many soon picked up enough Welsh to get by, and their schools arranged for Welsh to be included in their lessons.

The months that followed soon came to be known as the ‘phoney war’. Hitler had not expected Britain and France to go to war at this time and was not ready for a full-scale attack on them. Throughout the winter of 1939/40 the German U-boat assault on merchant shipping was pressed ahead, but on land and in the air almost nothing happened. The expected air raids failed to materialise and in Britain more civilians died in black-out traffic accidents than soldiers were killed by enemy action. Many evacuees were homesick, some had been hurriedly placed in the most unsuitable billets, dirty and insanitary, or with people unwilling or unable to look after them properly. Barbara Courtney from Nunhead remembers: ‘We were evacuated to Salisbury, you always tried to be nice, tried to please. The woman where my brother and I were billeted, she said she’d burnt the rice pudding. I said I didn’t mind, then I saw it – it was black. She cut all the bits off and put them on my plate. Her husband said, “You can’t make her eat that!”, but she said I’d said I liked it, so she made me.’

Many parents missed their children dreadfully, and as the precautions seemed to prove unnecessary, more and more evacuees came home – after only a few weeks the Minister of Health was advising mothers of young evacuees not to bring them back to the cities, but by Christmas nearly half of all evacuees had returned.

Alan Miles wrote home on 26 January 1940: ‘Mrs Gatehouse said to me that I am being moved but I do not want to move I want to come home. If you want to know why it is because I am getting a bit tired of being down here by my self and another thing is because I want to see my dear little Tinker. I think my teacher Mrs Howard has gone back and all my friends have gone back like Lawrence has gone back so that it is not very nice not to have friends.’

Sylvie Stevenson from Chingford, aged 4 when the war began, remembers:

I was evacuated for about two weeks, somewhere near Bedford. I’d never had cream before, and the lady said; ‘Would you like some cream?’ I said ‘Yes’, so she gave me kippers with cream! I hated being away from home and Mum and Dad came down and got me. Dad was in a reserved occupation, making ammunition boxes for the army.

We had a boy called Bernard Muggeridge at school, he didn’t turn up for a long time – someone said he’d been killed in an air raid, someone else said he’d drunk the school ink and died. Later he came back – he’d been evacuated.

Then came the German invasion of western Europe, the ‘Blitzkrieg’. With the fall of France in June 1940, Britain became the next target. Invasion was expected on the south coast of England, which was hastily changed from a Reception area to an Evacuation area. Hurriedly over 200,000 children in the area were evacuated, or, in some cases, re-evacuated to Wales or the Midlands. Some were sent to America, but this was stopped when in September the City of Benares, a ship carrying evacuees there, was torpedoed and sunk. Apart from this, evacuees were relatively safe; in the first two years of bombing, the heaviest part of the Blitz, only twenty-seven evacuees were killed by enemy action.

On the whole, most of the evacuees who were part of the official government scheme came from the poorer and more crowded parts of the big cities. The children of the urban middle and upper classes often went to live with relatives or schoolfriends in the country. Vivien Hatton recalls: ‘The school asked the girls who lived in the North of England if they would take one of us to stay for the summer holidays; I went up to Birmingham with one girl – I hated it. I wrote to my mother saying “Please, please, can I come home?” She wrote back saying that there was only the kitchen and shelter left to come back to – we’d been blasted!’

The countryside to which the official evacuees had been moved seemed a different world from that of the inner-city tenements and slums many of them had come from, but on the whole they soon adjusted. The streets were exchanged for the fields, city dogs and cats for cows and sheep, packaged food for farm goods. With the open air and fresh food many flourished. Alan Miles (July 1940): ‘Every night when I come home from school I get the eggs for Mrs Colwill. Mr Colwill is letting me milk the cow tonight. There is another thing I do at night that is getting the cows and driving them home half a mile.’

Parents were expected to pay towards the keep of their evacuated children; in London this was set at 6s (30p) a week each, although poorer parents were charged less. People taking in evacuees were paid more, from 8s 6d (43p) up to 16s 6d (83p), depending on the age of the children, the difference being made up by the state.

Evacuation was not just a one-way process. In June 1940, 29,000 civilians were evacuated to mainland Britain from the Channel Islands, and in September 1940 about 2,000 children from Gibraltar were evacuated from there to London. Few spoke any English, but they soon settled in, with several Scout groups being set up for them. They eventually returned to Gibraltar in the summer of 1944. And they were by no means unique; refugees from all over Europe had come to Britain seeking safety, starting with German Jews in the early 1930s, among them many children.

At about the same time as the Allies landed in Normandy in June 1944, a new air assault began, first from the V1s, the ‘doodlebugs’, then from the V2 rockets. A new wave of evacuation took place between July and September, although before it could even begin more than 200 under-16s had been killed. In the first two weeks 170,000 official evacuees left, along with half a million who made their own way out of the target areas, but again many soon returned as the threat proved less serious than expected.


THREE

Children in the Front Line

Children who had stayed in the cities, or whose parents had taken them home again after they had been evacuated, were to find themselves with ringside seats when the air raids began. But in the first winter of the war, 1939–40, enemy aircraft activity was confined to attacks on shipping in the English Channel, or mine-laying around the coast. The first civilian air-raid death in Britain was during an attack on the Orkneys’s naval base on 16 March 1940, and the first in England was not until the end of April; even then it was caused by a German mine-laying bomber crashing at Clacton-on-Sea, killing its crew as well as two civilians. In the two years before the outbreak of war a series of measures had been introduced to counter, or at least minimise, the threat posed by bombing. These soon became part of everyday life.

AIR-RAID WARNINGS

In May 1938 the government had set out a system of air-raid warnings which would be sounded to warn of an imminent air attack, giving the public time to take cover. The warning would consist of a two-minute signal from a siren, rising and falling in pitch; the ‘All-clear’ signal would be given in the same way, but at a constant pitch. The up-and-down noise of the warning siren led to its becoming known as ‘Wailing Willy’ or ‘Moaning Minnie’. The ‘Alert’ sound itself became hated – some people found it more frightening than the noise of the actual raids. But most felt like Christine Pilgrim of Peckham: ‘When you heard the siren, it wasn’t so much that it frightened you – you knew what you had to do – it was, “Oh no, not again!”’

The siren was followed by a second type of warning, which indicated what kind of bomb was being dropped. For poison gas the air-raid wardens sounded a gas rattle (a kind of huge, old-fashioned football rattle), to warn people to put on their gas masks. The gas ‘All-clear’ was given by the ringing of hand-bells. If incendiary bombs were dropped, wardens or police sounded a series of short blasts on whistles, or, in some areas, banged dustbin lids, like gongs. This signalled that people should come out of their shelters and put out the fires. In The City That Wouldn’t Die, Richard Collier describes one such occurrence: ‘at Kennington, Station Officer Walter Bunday stopped short for a strange sight: a deserted street . . . a shower of incendiaries . . . every front door opening as one, and householders, silent and purposeful, whisking out to deal with them . . . men, women, small children, armed with sand and buckets of water. Then every front door shutting again like clockwork and not a word exchanged – “Like something out of Disney”.’

There were several tests of the warning system in the months before war broke out, so that everyone recognised the sound immediately. From 1 September 1939 the sounding of sirens, or of factory hooters, which were used to back them up, was made illegal for any reason except for air-raid warnings.

SHELTERS

In just about every cowboy film ever made, there is a point in the shoot-out when somebody suddenly stands up, and is just as suddenly shot – it’s pretty obvious that the rule is ‘Get down and stay down’. A similar rule applies to being bombed: ‘Take cover’. At first simple measures were used to provide cover, such as digging trenches, or the use of sandbags to make defensive walls, but these were clearly suitable only as stop-gap measures. Christine Pilgrim remembers: ‘Dad putting bunks up in the cellar so that we could go down there in a raid.’

At the beginning of 1939, the government had announced the introduction of a small air-raid shelter which could be put up in the back garden of a house. The ‘sectional steel shelter’, as it was officially known, soon became universally called the ‘Anderson’ after the then Home Secretary, and was supplied free of charge to the poorer inhabitants of danger areas, and for a small fee to anyone else. It was delivered in sections and had to be put up by the householder. This entailed digging a large hole, in which the shelter was half buried, and the leftover earth was then piled on top to give added protection. Barbara Courtney remembers the arrival of an Anderson at her family’s home in Nunhead: ‘I was almost 5 when the war broke out. The first I knew about it was when they delivered our Anderson shelter. They delivered it in sections and you had to put it up. I helped my dad, well, I did a bit of digging – he did it really.’

Being half buried certainly added to the safety of the Anderson, but it also caused its chief problem; during wet weather it tended to fill up with water. Still, damp and uncomfortable as they were, although no shelter could survive a direct hit, there is no doubt that they saved many lives. Charles Harris from Chingford, then aged 7, remembers: ‘There were three land mines came down near us, one went off in the reservoir, one failed to go off, and the third one caught in some telegraph wires and came down on a shelter about 100 yards down our road. They were all killed. We were in our shelter and the door came in and I got hit over the head. Three houses and two bungalows were wrecked, and all the rest had their windows blown out.’ By mid-1940 over 2.25 million Andersons had been supplied.

However, many people did not have back gardens; for them the government produced a booklet, ‘Your home as an air-raid shelter’, which showed various ways of using mattresses, old doors, etc., to strengthen one of the downstairs rooms as a refuge. Other common practices were to use the cupboard under the stairs or to get under a table, but neither of these was completely satisfactory. Barbara Daltry from Windsor remembers one incident when she was 16: ‘Once I was walking home in the black-out, it was 3 miles, when I got there Mother said, “Get under the table, there’s an unexploded bomb in the back garden!” I told her I was too tired – if I was going to die, I’d die in bed. Actually the bomb was in the woods some way away.’

At the end of 1940, the government introduced a shelter for indoor use. Nicknamed the ‘Morrison’ after Herbert Morrison, the Minister of Home Defence, it was a low, steel cage, which, when not in use, could double up as a table.

Like the Anderson, the Morrison was delivered in sections and had to be assembled. A shortage of council workmen meant that people were encouraged to put up their own shelters, but this was often not possible, so youth groups such as the Scouts were brought in to help. Michael Corrigan was a Scout in Bristol:

Later during the war when we had air raids over Bristol many houses were issued with Morrison shelters which were solid metal, table-like constructions which were erected in the home, usually in the dining room, often taking the place of the dining table. The shelters were delivered in pieces and we were informed by the authorities of the addresses and we would then go out, after school, and erect them. This meant finding a suitable place in the house, moving any existing furniture out of the way, getting the solid metal legs in place and placing a very heavy solid sheet of metal on top and bolting the whole thing together. Interlaced metal strips were then stretched across the bottom framework ready for the householder to bring down their mattress and make it their bed as well as their shelter.

Obviously, people had to go out – work, shops, school, church and so on – and could not always be near home when the air-raid warning sounded. For this reason a number of public shelters were set up. These might be converted basements in shops, cinemas, etc., or specially built shelters. They were usually marked with a large ‘S’ in white on a black background, or vice versa, and there would be similar signs, painted on walls or hung from lamp-posts, which showed the way to the nearest shelter. Failing this, when the warning sounded, the local air-raid warden would grab any strangers and push them into the nearest public shelter, or, if there wasn’t one, into the nearest private shelter where there was room. David George recalls the public shelters in Ealing: ‘There were two big surface shelters built in our street. We spent many nights in them. The wardens woke us up and we used to go down for the whole night.’

The councils made use of whatever local facilities existed; in places like Dover and Chislehurst, the caves were used – bunks were set up, as well as first-aid posts, toilets, and other facilities. In London, after first refusing to allow it, the government agreed that the Underground stations be used as shelters; at the height of the Blitz over 140,000 people were sleeping in the stations – so many that special three-tier bunks were put up, and ‘tube refreshment’ trains were laid on, selling tea, cakes, etc. But in the early months of the war, precautions were still makeshift.

GAS MASKS

One of the weapons introduced in the First World War had been poison gas. As far back as 1935 the government had decided to build up stocks of gas masks to be given free to all members of the public, so that at the time of the Munich crisis many civilians were issued with one. During the summer of 1939 almost everyone else received theirs, except for babies and small children, who needed special masks; these were mostly issued later that year. Posters encouraged people to take their gas masks with them wherever they went – one of the first problems created by gas masks was that vast numbers of them were absent-mindedly left on buses, trains and the Underground.

The gas mask developed for babies was actually called a gas hood, or protective helmet (it was generally known as the baby-bag). It was designed for children up to the age of about 18 months and an official leaflet, produced in July 1939, described it as follows:

The helmet consists of a hood, made of impervious fabric and fitted with a large window, which encloses the head, shoulders and arms, and is closed around the waist by means of a draw tape. A baby when it is in is thus able to get its hand to its mouth. The hood is surrounded by and fastened to a light metal frame, which is lengthened on the underside and fitted with an adjustable tail-piece, so as to form a support and protection to a baby’s back. . . . The metal frame and supporting strap may be varied in length to suit all sizes of babies and children up to about five years of age.

The reason for this higher age of 5 was so that it could be used for children ‘temperamentally unsuited for wearing a respirator’.

Last to be produced was a mask for young children below the age of 4–5 years; officially called the ‘Small Child’s respirator’, it was commonly called the Mickey Mouse mask. Similar in style to the adult mask, it was produced in bright red and blue, to try to make the toddlers more keen to wear it. The official leaflet pointed out that it fastened with a hook-and-eye fitting at the back, to make it more difficult for a small child to take it off. One book, published in 1942, advised parents on how to encourage their younger children to wear their gas masks:

Particularly children under six should be accustomed to wearing their gas masks through play. If you wait until there is an emergency it is going to be very difficult indeed to get them to wear them for any length of time. If you make it a game they will be much more inclined to lose all fear of the mask and they will be willing to wear them for longer and longer periods. Whenever you get a child to wear his mask, be sure to wear yours at the same time. That will make it imitative play and they will feel they are being ‘grown up’ in wearing one. I should not use the words ‘poison gas’ in explaining to the child the purpose of the mask, but say that one day the Germans might try to use ‘nasty smells that make us feel ill’ and that we can avoid these by use of our gas masks. Also they should be taught to carry them from an early age, and for this we must set them a good example.

And that was not all; the sight of Mum or Dad in their gas mask was enough to send some smaller children into floods of terrified tears. The BBC broadcast the following advice: ‘Are your little ones used to seeing you in your mask? Make a game of it, calling it “Mummy’s funny face” or something of that kind.’

All masks were issued in a cardboard container, which could also be used, with the addition of a string handle, as a carrier. However, the boxes neither looked good nor wore well. Children typically found a thousand and one uses for them, such as goalposts, wickets in cricket, etc. Although the masks were issued free, you could be fined up to £5 if your mask was damaged or lost due to negligence, so many parents bought hard-wearing metal containers for their children’s masks.

When the feared poison gas raids failed to materialise, people began increasingly to leave their gas masks at home as David George from South Ealing recalls: ‘I was born in June 1939, so my memories are only of the last years of the war. I don’t remember gas masks at all, I don’t think anybody used them by then.’

ID CARDS

On 1 September 1939, before war broke out, the National Registration Act was passed in Parliament, requiring all citizens of the country to register their details: name, address, age, etc. Registration duly took place on Friday 29 September 1939, when the war had begun, and over the next few days every person in Britain was issued with an identity card, green for adults and brown for children under 16 (cards were issued within a few weeks of a baby’s birth). This was partly due to fears of German spies and parachutists; ID cards had to be shown at checkpoints set up by policemen, Home Guards or the armed services. But the information was also later used to issue ration cards, and the ID card had to be produced and stamped in order to obtain a new ration book when the old one ran out. This made it valuable, and forgeries and thefts were common – this report in the Kentish Mercury of March 1942 gives one example:

YOUTH WITH THREE IDENTITY CARDS

Leonard Eldridge (17) . . . was charged at Woolwich . . . with being in unlawful possession of an identity card. Det. Sergt. Davis said [he] gave a name other than Eldridge, and produced an identity card in that name. Two other cards were found on Eldridge in the same name, and the youth said he had picked them up at ‘the Salvation Army place’. The Sergeant added that when they were alone Eldridge offered him £1 to let him go.

THE BLACK-OUT

At night cities can be seen from miles away by aircraft, due to the lighted buildings, street-lights, vehicle headlights, etc. In 1935 the government decided that, in the event of a war, lighting restrictions – or the black-out, as it soon came to be called – would be brought in to make life more difficult for enemy bombers.

In 1938 plans for the black-out were made public. Houses had to mask doors and windows so that no light was visible from the outside; this was usually done by the use of heavy black-out curtains. Street-lights and shop lights had to be turned off. Cars, lorries, and even bicycles had to have special headlight covers. An extract from an evacuee’s letter home said: ‘I hope you can get rear lights for bicycles in London. I could not send any money for it as the front light cost me 3/8d and 6d for a black-out for it’. Even a pocket torch had to give out only a small amount of light; this could be achieved by wrapping tissue paper over the front. A house showing a light would soon be visited by the police or air-raid wardens – ‘Put that light out!’ was one of the more famous cries of the Second World War – and repeated offences would land the culprit in court.

The black-out measures were very successful, but they had unexpected drawbacks; in November 1939 road deaths were up over 50 per cent on the previous November, even though over half a million cars had been taken off the road because of a severe rationing of petrol. And there were other dangers, as Charles Harris from Chingford remembers: ‘We used to go to the youth club in the evening. I was running there one night in the black-out and ran straight into another boy running the other way. He was shorter than me and his head hit me right between the eyes. Next day my eyes were closed right up.’ To try to improve matters the government urged people to wear something white at night, white lines were painted down the middle of roads for the first time, and white stripes were painted around roadside trees, street-lights, pillar-boxes, etc.

On 10 May Germany launched the Blitzkrieg. On 21 June France sued for peace – in a mere six weeks Germany had over-run the whole of western Europe except Britain. But Britain expected an immediate German invasion. The Local Defence Volunteers had been formed a month earlier, on 14 May; soon to be renamed the Home Guard, or, more commonly, ‘Dad’s Army’. They were a volunteer force made up of men too old or lads too young for the services – at first the minimum age for joining was 15, later raised to 16. What the Home Guard lacked in expertise was often made up for in enthusiasm; as a Boy Scout, Michael Corrigan was involved in Home Guard and ARP exercises in Bristol:

During one exercise, in which the local Home Guard were involved, the only tank in Bristol was supposed to be the enemy and the Home Guard were to defend one of the roads into the city and pretend to stop it. Well, the local Home Guard knew how to stop tanks, you put a large piece of wood between the tracks and the sprocket wheels, and the tracks snap. In their enthusiasm the Home Guards actually put this knowledge into practice and disabled the only tank which we had to defend Bristol. As you can imagine, with all this going on we ‘casualties’ were soon told to get off home before black-out.

Britain prepared for invasion: signposts at crossroads and corners, railway station name-boards, etc., anything that could help the enemy know where they were, were hastily removed. Mike Bree from Penzance remembers:

As well as perfectly ridiculous suggestions such as handing in any maps we had of Britain, any postcards or the like which might aid the enemy, and removing all road signs, station names, even the town names from pub landlords’ licensing boards, etc., we were told not to keep any personal diaries or records. It was suggested that any cameras or films be handed over to be used by HM forces. This was no joke for, in no time at all, it was almost a case of being arrested as a spy should one be seen anywhere strategic with a camera, which could result in its confiscation; also, it was impossible, very soon, to get films for cameras.

Sylvie Stevenson: ‘You never saw a motorbike. One day I saw a man on his motorbike with a leather hat and coat on – I ran home as fast as I could – I thought the Germans had invaded.’

Leaflets were distributed telling people what to do in the event of an invasion. Road-blocks were set up, concrete gun emplacements called pill-boxes were built at crossroads and in other important positions, and along the south and east coasts where the invasion was expected the beaches were planted with mines and defended by barbed wire and more pill-boxes.

Carol Smith from Dunstable recalls: ‘As a teenager in wartime I had a reasonable time. The most annoying restriction was not being able to go to the coast because of bunkers and barbed wire on the beaches. However, we had the Girl Guides and the Girls’s Club.’

During July and August German air attacks on Britain focused on the south and east during the day, and the manufacturing towns at night, but London was left alone. The next step came in August: because the German army could not invade while the RAF and the Royal Navy could sink their ships and troop transports in the Channel, the RAF had to be destroyed.

Herman Goering, chief of the Luftwaffe, flung his planes into an all-out assault on the RAF, attacking the airfields, command posts and radar stations. This became the crucial period in what Churchill called ‘the Battle of Britain’. Heavily outnumbered, the fighter pilots of the RAF went up time and time again to take on the Luftwaffe’s massed attacks. All over the south of England people watched the dog-fights going on overhead. George Parks of Deptford vividly remembers them: ‘We used to stand and watch the dog-fights, way up in the air – vapour trails weaving in and out. Then one of them would come down in flames – we’d all cheer like mad – of course we didn’t know who it was, but we were sure it must be a German!’ But of course they weren’t all Germans – John Merritt of Virginia Water, Surrey: ‘A vivid memory of those early war years concerns a Hawker Hurricane fighter that flew over the school one playtime. Suddenly, and to our horror, the whole tailplane fell off and the Hurricane spiralled down and crashed into the local gravel and sand pit. The pilot was later found dead, still in the cockpit. Of course that sand pit became famous as the Thorpe Park Leisure Centre.’

Then the target changed: the bombers turned north towards London. At teatime on Saturday 7 September 1940 the Observer Corps (whose job it was to keep track of enemy aircraft) watched a large force of over 300 German bombers as it flew north over Kent to the Thames estuary, turning westward to follow the river into London. In the late Saturday afternoon, Londoners watched as the planes flew steadily on; then, over the dock areas of the East End, they began to drop their bombs. Smoke billowed as one warehouse after another was hit and caught fire; then, as night drew on, other waves of bombers came, using the fires started by the first wave as a target. And what a target – the flames could be seen for miles, warehouses full of spirits, sugar, wood, and other inflammable goods blazed. Barbara Daltrey lived in Windsor: ‘I remember when they bombed the London Docks, we were 25 miles away but the whole sky was lit up with a red glow.’

Sylvie Stevenson from Chingford saw the devastation at close quarters: ‘My grandfather was a fire-watcher at Lyon’s Corner House in Piccadilly. The morning after the first big raid on London he didn’t come home, so Mum took me on a bus down there. He was all right, and I remember he took me up on the roof, it was unbelievable – over to the east there was smoke and rubble everywhere and buildings were still on fire.’

Derek Dimond lived in Tottenham: ‘I remember going up to Liverpool Street from Stanstead with my Dad. I was deeply struck by the bomb damage – smoke and ruins everywhere.’

That night 430 civilians were killed and 1,600 injured. The next evening the Luftwaffe came again, and the next. The RAF fought back – the Battle of Britain reached its peak in mid-September. London was to be raided almost every night from 7 September to early November. But it is all too easy to think that London was the only target – on 14 November, instead of hitting London, the bombers flew on into the Midlands; this time the target was Coventry. The destruction was appalling; one third of all the houses in the town were destroyed, and the Germans started to use a new word, to ‘coventrate’: it meant the destroying of a city.

Carol Smith saw, and heard, the planes going over Dunstable: ‘The night Coventry was bombed planes came over our house in droves, it was a continuous drone – we could see the sky lit up like a bonfire, it was like it was just down the road. Next day we couldn’t believe it was as far away as Coventry, all of 70 miles.’

Eric Chisnall witnessed the after-effects, when he visited the city with a party of Scouts:

I shall never forget seeing the state of Coventry Cathedral after the German bombers had done their worst. On small pieces of walls that were still standing we could see where the lead guttering, hoppers, and downpipes, had melted and run down the walls, piles of rubble were everywhere, and yet the main tower was still standing. We were able to climb the stone spiral staircase to the top and look over the scene of devastation. I remember feeling quite dizzy when I reached the ground again – could this have been because we had a bit of a race down the steps? Another memory of Coventry was having our mid-day meal in a hotel which had an altar at one end of the room, as the local church had been either damaged or destroyed, so church services were held there.

Being inside a house or shelter that was hit did not always mean instant death. People were often buried under the rubble and had to be dug out by ARP rescue parties, as this report from 1943 shows:

When a rescue party set to work to see who might be buried in the debris of a demolished house, they were warned of life to be saved and guided to their mark by the notes of ‘God Save the King’ sung at the top of his voice by a little boy of 6. It turned out that he was trapped under the staircase, where he had to stay for six hours until rescued. He was singing most of the time. His rescuers asked him why. He told them: ‘My father was a collier, and he always said that when the men were caught and buried underground they would keep singing and singing and they were always got out in time.’

Christine Pilgrim from Peckham: ‘Later, people stopped using cellars, they realised that if the house was hit you’d be buried down there, under the rubble, so we used to go to the street shelter up the road. I remember in one heavy raid a neighbour who was an Irish lady, I never realised she was a Catholic before, loudly repeating her prayers – “Hail Mary” – over and over, as if she was trying to shut out the noise. I just wanted her to shut up!’

The raids, with their noise and the constant danger, could indeed have dreadful effects on older people, but most children took them in their stride. In The City That Wouldn’t Die, Richard Collier relates the following story. It is the early hours of 11 May 1941, and London’s worst raid is at its height:

Near Millwall Outer Dock, Station Officer Bernard Belderson and a police sergeant met a small girl skipping unconcernedly along the road, eyes glistening with excitement, only a coat thrown over a thin night-dress. When she answered that she was just having a look around, Belderson expostulated: ‘But look, there’s a German aeroplane up there.’

‘Huh,’ she grunted. ‘That’s all right. That square-headed bastard couldn’t hit a haystack.’

David George was in Ealing: ‘Once a stick of bombs landed in the road next to us. When my mum came to wake me up I was lying on the floor next to my bed – the impact of the bombs must have tumbled me out of my bed – but I’d slept through it all!’

In 1943 one woman air-raid warden wrote:

the vast majority [of children] did not seem to be much affected. I have seen some children who would stand shivering and sweating in a shelter, and no amount of coaxing would induce them to utter a word. But most of them slept soundly, and only showed a healthy excitement. Every morning one was besieged by crowds of small boys and girls: ‘Got any shrapnel, Miss? Billy got a shell cap yesterday – give me one, Miss.’ Collecting shrapnel and bits of bombs was more the rage than the vanished cigarette card had been.

Charles Harris recalls the craze: ‘I used to collect shrapnel – my best piece fell down in the road beside me when I was running to the shelter – it was red hot. I also had a lump of parachute cord off a land mine, it was about an inch thick, made of green silk.’ George Parks of Deptford also remembers collecting shrapnel: ‘After a raid the kids’d all pour out and come back with loads of shrapnel. My old man’d say: “What you effing got there? Get rid of it.” But I always kept the best bits!’

It could be dangerous – in Children of the Blitz, Robert Westall tells of one 14-year-old civil defence messenger who kept an unexploded incendiary as a souvenir:

One day I took it to school in the saddlebag of my bike and showed it to my friends there. It passed from hand to hand and during assembly one of the ‘wags’ had to test it by dropping it on the floor. The bomb detonated and in the chaos that resulted the hall filled with smoke and the boys evacuated it in record time to reassemble in the courtyard. . . . It was eventually put out, but left a crater in the parquet flooring and damaged the honours list.

The bombing tended to happen in phases; after the Battle of Britain it was mainly, but not solely, at night, and the targets changed. Sometimes the Luftwaffe bombed cities, sometimes ports and factory towns; there might be a massive force of bombers, but sometimes only a few came over, or even just one. Towns all over England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland were attacked; particularly badly hit were London, Manchester, Liverpool, Portsmouth, Plymouth, Coventry, Birmingham, Hull, Clydeside and Bristol. Iris Smith:

Bristol got a lot of bombing, near us they were after the railway; about ten or twelve houses along, three houses were destroyed, and another one over the back of us. You never knew what you were going to find when you came out of the shelter in the morning. We were often without water, as the bombs burst the mains, then we went and queued up outside the nearest house that still had water, and carried home buckets full of water. Even hot water was short then, you could only have 6 inches in the bath, and we all took it in turns to use the same water. Later I became a fire-watcher, it wasn’t nice coming home in the morning at six o’clock – I never knew if I was going to see my family or my house again.

The damage was not just from high-explosive bombs. On 29 December 1940 the City of London was attacked with incendiaries: over 1,500 fires were started in what came to be called ‘the Second Great Fire of London’. June Fidler from Peckham: ‘A stick of incendiaries fell down our road. We were in the Anderson at the time. One came through our roof, it burnt my bed and all my toys – I’ll always remember that terrible smell of burning. Mum couldn’t get a new bed, we had to borrow one from a woman whose daughter was evacuated. You just couldn’t replace toys – you never lost your Ludo board!’.

Dover and the other coastal towns nearby were regularly shelled by long-distance guns on the French coast, and from June 1944 Britain came under attack from the V-weapons.

‘V’ in this case stood for Vergeltungswaffen, German for ‘reprisal weapon’. First came the V1, which had many nicknames: flying bomb, flybomb, doodlebug and buzzbomb were the most common. It was a pilotless aircraft, powered by a pulse-jet motor and containing an explosive warhead in its nose-cone. Cheaply built, the V1s were launched from sites in France and flew until their engines cut out, whereupon they went into a dive and exploded on impact. Their greatest advantage was that they could be launched day or night, in any weather; their biggest disadvantage, that they flew in a straight line, which made them fairly easy to shoot down, either with anti-aircraft fire, or by fighter aircraft. Later the fighters learned how to tip the V1s over so that they exploded harmlessly in the fields. Most were shot down, but the air-raid sirens gave warning of those that got through. People soon learned that you were safe as long as you could hear their engine, a very distinctive sound. Vivien Hatton: ‘I remember watching the doodlebugs being shot down at Addington. The engines made an awful noise, but it was when they stopped you had to worry, that’s when they’d come down with a whooosh. We had a French teacher, Miss Pike, who, when they came over, used to say “You can go out into the corridor, if you like”, but we didn’t want to appear afraid so we’d stay where we were.’ And people learned other tricks; Christine Pilgrim: ‘With the V1s you started counting the moment the engine cut out. You didn’t always hear the blast, but you knew if you got to twenty you were all right.’

From the time the first V1 landed on Bethnal Green on 15 June 1944, up to 100 a day were sent over, almost up to the end of the war.

Sylvie Stevenson remembers:

When the doodlebugs started coming over, we used to do practices in school – if you couldn’t get to the shelter quick enough you had to throw yourself down on the ground. All the corridor windows were bricked up. Once a doodlebug came down near the school; I was off sick that day, when we heard it we all ran into the street. The women were outside saying, ‘Where did it land’, then someone said, ‘The school!’ – they all just ran there, but luckily it was OK. The next day all the kids were replaying what happened, ‘We threw ourselves on the floor like this!’ they kept telling me, and then showed me!

The V2 was a real rocket. Carrying about 1 ton of explosives, it was launched straight up into the upper atmosphere; then, turning, it came straight down, faster than the speed of sound. It was a truly awful weapon, very accurate, and so fast that it could be neither seen nor heard – the explosion was the first anyone knew of it. The first two landed in Chiswick and Epping on 8 September 1944, and they continued to come until 27 March 1945, just a few weeks before Germany surrendered. Unlike the V1, the V2 had few nicknames; perhaps it was just too frightful.

During the war almost 8,000 British children were killed, and a similar number seriously wounded, as a result of enemy action.

One last story of the bombing from David George tells more about the survival of pre-war manners than anything else:

I remember one air raid vividly – I was in the garden of my home, and I had a bag of plums, probably from my nan’s garden. Suddenly the sirens went and the German planes came over – you could see the bombers in the sky. My mother told me to get inside, she said: ‘Mister Hitler is after your plums!’ I ran inside so fast I slipped on the lino and crashed against a door frame, splitting my forehead open – I still have the scar today!

In the midst of the bombing ‘he’ is still referred to as ‘Mister’ Hitler!

PETS

Then as now, many children kept pets, and for them the Blitz created particular problems. Most animals hate loud bangs and flashes. Each year on 5 November, Bonfire Night, pet owners are reminded to keep dogs, cats and so on safe indoors – imagine what it was like for animals in the Blitz! The problem was even worse because horses were widely used to pull delivery vehicles, or on farms – it was estimated that there were almost 1.25 million working horses in Great Britain at the time.

Pets were not allowed in public shelters, so owners were advised to take them into their own gas-proof rooms or shelters; those who did not have their own shelter were told to try to send their pets to friends in the country, or, failing that, to have them put down. Christine Pilgrim remembers her pet dog: ‘We had a cocker spaniel, it was dreadfully upset because it wasn’t allowed to come down in the shelter with the rest of us.’

Gas masks were produced for horses, but were expensive at about £2 each. In the First World War, some message-carrying dogs had been fitted with masks, but they had to be specially trained to wear them; in the Second, there were no gas masks for cats or dogs. Although gas-proof boxes and kennels were available, the RSPCA did not recommend them as air had to be pumped in and, should its owner be injured, the animal would suffocate or die of starvation. The RSPCA recommended the following: ‘If gas is used put your dog or cat in their sleeping basket (the sleeping basket could be covered with another of similar size inverted over it), take both into your shelter and put over the animal an ordinary woollen blanket that has been soaked in plain water or a solution of permanganate of potash. Only do this when the rattle warning for gas attack has been given.’ Similarly, birds’s cages should be covered with ‘a blanket soaked in water or bicarbonate of soda solution’.

The government set up a wartime organisation, the National ARP for Animals Committee (NARPAC), which included groups such as the RSPCA and the PDSA. NARPAC street animal guards, all of whom worked voluntarily, kept registers of all animals in their area. A numbered disc was supplied to each animal on the register, enabling the owners of lost or injured animals to be traced. In 1942, the Greenwich deputy ARP controller said: ‘After a raid 7,000 animals were rescued or found homeless, over half that number had to be put to sleep because they had no NARPAC discs.’

Air raids were not the only wartime problem for pet owners; food for pets was in extremely short supply. Alternatives were suggested: dog biscuits and gravy, boiled rice and gravy, brown bread crisped in the oven, horsemeat, parts of cow/sheep not eaten by humans. One complete meal recipe for dogs was: ‘5–6 ounces of stale bread, toasted. Mix with 3–4 ounces of chopped cabbage, cauliflower, brussels sprouts, turnip or other green leaves, mashed and boiled for about 15 or 20 minutes. Moisten the mixture with soup or gravy made from bones or scraps from the table.’ There were even calls in Parliament for a small milk ration for cats.

For pet birds, a suggested diet was stale bread crusts, brown or white, toasted and thoroughly dried, along with grated carrots and then mixed into a crumbly state by adding milk. For green food, lettuce and dandelion were recommended. For bird tables there were many suggestions, including: ‘Soft bacon rind free from fat (which is too useful for cooking purposes to be fed to birds) may be minced finely, this will be appreciated by blackbirds and thrushes.’

A further problem was the black-out; road deaths for dogs and cats, as well as humans, soared.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/image01.jpg
The
Histor)j
Press





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A Child’s
WAR

GROWING UP ON
THE HOME FRONT






