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On 3 September 1939 people heard on
the wireless that Great Britain was at war
with Germany. Millions of people went to
fight. Thousands of women were left to
cope alone. They had to keep their fami-
lies safe and well for as long as the war
lasted.

The Germans bombed British towns and
cities. The worst bombing was called the
‘Blitz’. It happened between
September 1940 and May 1941. German
bombers attacked London and
Birmingham, Hull, Sheffield,
Southampton, Manchester, Cardiff,
Belfast, Plymouth and Bristol. The
bombers usually came by night, when
there was a ‘bombers’ moon’ for the
pilots to see by. They sometimes made
daylight raids as well.

Air Raid Precaution (ARP) wardens
looked after people during and after air-
raids. They called ambulances and fire
engines. They helped dig people out of
their homes. They made sure too, that
there was a blackout at night. Not a
chink of light must be seen. Enemy
planes must not be given a clue as to
where to drop their bombs.

Many families had their own air-raid
shelters. Public shelters were built in
cities and towns for everyone to use.

Some factories and offices built their own
shelters. In London people slept at night
in deep Underground railway stations. 

Everyone had a gas mask in case the
Germans dropped gas bombs, but they
never did.

Above The Elephant and Castle
Underground station during the
Blitz, 11 November 1940.

THE BLITZ

“It’s a hunter’s moon, Mam”

“A what?”

“A hunter’s moon. It makes it easier for the
German bombers to see their targets.”

“Come on. Let’s get inside.”

Flora & Mam



THE PHONEY WAR

Ironically the war, so long prepared for, was ini-
tially experienced as an anti-climax. 

Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 3
September 1939 was provoked by Germany’s
attack on Poland, whose security Britain had
pledged to uphold. In practice there was almost
nothing Britain actually could do to help Poland,
whose forces fought bravely but hopelessly
against overwhelmingly better armed forces. 

Within three weeks organized Polish resistance
had been crushed. 
After that, winter closed in and active campaign-
ing was suspended until the following spring. 

Americans came to call this period ‘the phoney
war’ but at the time British people were more
likely to call it ‘the bore war’.

THE ‘PHONEY WAR’
THE EDGE OF DEFEAT

THE EDGE OF DEFEAT

The spring of 1940 saw a sudden and terri-
ble resumption of Nazi aggression, but this
time in the West. The German forces’
Blitzkrieg (‘lightning war’) tactics made
novel and skilful use of close co-ordination
between aircraft and highly-mechanized
ground forces. Striking suddenly, moving
rapidly from one key objective to the next,
the German invaders reduced their oppo-
nents’ communications to chaos, flooding
the roads with panic-stricken refugees and
demoralizing the confused and isolated bod-
ies of troops who tried to fight back. The
low-lying countries of Belgium, the
Netherlands and Denmark fell within
weeks.

Mountainous Norway, supported by a
British amphibious landing, took a little
longer to overrun. The failure of British
assistance to Norway led to a fierce debate
in Parliament which brought down Neville
Chamberlain’sConservative government and
led to its replacement by a coalition under
Winston Churchill.

Almost as soon as Churchill took power he
was faced by the collapse of Britain’s chief
ally, as France negotiated a separate peace
with Germany and allowed German forces
to occupy its coastline. 

With the extraordinary aid of 700 ‘little
ships’, ranging from family cruisers to river
paddle-steamers, the bulk of the ill-fated
British Expeditionary Force was evacuat-
ed from the beaches of Dunkirk in
Northern France, along with more than
100,000 French troops.

Below Preventing illness was seen as a
contribution to a healthy and hard-work -
ing labour force.



‘I remember the arrival of the “vackies” as we nicknamed
them. I was a cub and the Patrol Leader told us that evacuees
from Liverpool and Manchester were arriving on Saturday and
we were to help. Trainloads kept arriving. They were taken to
Station Road Chapel. Hot drinks, sandwiches, biscuits etc.
were handed out and each child was carrying their sole posses-
sions in a suitcase or parcel, gas mask and identity-tag [label].
Some children treated it as a great adventure, others quietly
sobbed.’

(From Children of the Blitz, Robert Westall.)

‘The foster mothers . . . just walked about the field picking out
what they considered to be the most presentable specimens and
then harassed the poor billeting officers for the registration
slips which were essential if they were to get the cash for food
and lodging from the government.’

(Susan Waters, infant teacher,
from the Mass-Observation Archive.)

Billeting officers were people in the reception areas. Their job
was to find ‘billets’, or foster homes, for all the evacuated chil-
dren, teachers and mothers with children.
Foster parents were paid 10s 6d (521/ 2p) for one child, and 8s
6d (421/ 2p) for each additional child they took in.

Above Billeting officers and
education officers checking
on pupil numbers at
Kingsbridge Station in Devon.
A train had just arrived with
174 pupils from Bristol.

Below An advertisement
aimed at fosterparents.

EVACUATION “We’re going to bring a little boy from London to
stay with us. No arguing, no bickering, That’s final.”

Mam



There is one memory that stays with most evacuees. That
is the moment of being chosen by foster parents. Often
this took place in a village hall, late at night, after a long
day’s travelling. 

‘We felt like cattle at an auction when one of the remain-
ing ladies declared: “All right I’ll take these two.” ’

(No Time to Wave Goodbye.)

‘My mother had said that I must stay with my younger
brother and sister. On no account was I to leave them. We
sat in the village hall and it got darker and darker. People
came in and picked other children all around us. But
nobody wanted the three of us.’

(Jane Clarke, Manchester.)

‘If you were a child with glasses or with spots you were
always left till the end.’

(Joan Topp, from No Time to Wave Goodbye.)

EVACUATION

Below Evacuees from West
Ham waiting to be billeted in
foster homes in Cornwall.

“We’re looking for ........... Archie Walters”
Mam

The city-bred children were often
homesick and disorientated. Many
had never seen green fields or
cows before. Knives and forks
were a novelty. Underwear was
greeted with incomprehension.
Some later remembered their expe-
rience with fondness, recalling
kindly hosts, the pleasures of
blackberry picking expeditions,
stealing apples from orchards and
other country delights. But the
episode was generally a failure. All
through the autumn of the so-
called Phoney War, when no
bombs fell to justify the exodus,
the evacuees trickled back to the
towns.

“What! A live pig?”
“Goodness me! Haven’t you seen
a pig before?”
“Only in slices.”

Mam & Archie



Some children didn’t get chosen at all. The billeting officer
drove them from house to house or walked the streets knock-
ing on doors, asking people to take the last of the children in
for the night at least.

Some children walked back to London, or at least they set
out. 

‘Micky and I walked home with the odd lift we thumbed. My
mum opened the door and nearly fainted. ‘What you doin’
here’, she said. ‘Your Dad’ll kill you!’

(Jim Willis, London.)

Many children did not stay long anyway. The weeks passed
and no bombs fell on the big cities. The children went home. 

Not only had many children desperately missed their homes
and families, many parents hated being separated too.

EVACUATION

Left Children arriving at
their foster parents’ home.

Below This advertisement
tried to encourage more peo -
ple to take in evacuees. It was
a hard job to find
enough foster parents.



MAIN AREAS OF REFUGE

A Lancashire 71,484

B Sussex 67,541

C Yorkshire 50,593

D Kent 38,000

E Cheshire 38,000

F Essex 25,000

G Northants 24,000

H Hertfordshire 23,500

I Suffolk 23,000

J Somerset 21,000

K Surrey 20,000

MAIN AREAS EVACUATED

1 London 241,000

2 Manchester/ 84,343

Salford

3 Merseyside 79 930

4 Tyneside/ 52,494

Sunderland

5 Birmingham/ 32,688

W. Midlands

6 Leeds/Bradford 26,419

7 Portsmouth/ 23,145

Southampton

\8 Sheffield/ 13,871

E. Midlands

9 Teeside 8,052

“They’re moving thousands of children
from the cities to the countryside”

Mam

EVACUATION



‘You must not be taken by surprise’, warned a Ministry of Information leaflet issued as 

the threat of invasion loomed in Britain. Long before war broke out families were introduced to 

gas masks, air-raid drill and bomb shelters, and mass evacuations were planned.

In Britain, preparations for the possibility of
mass bombing had begun long before the war
broke out. 
By the end of September 1938 some 38 million
gas masks had been given out, house to house, to
British families. They were never to be needed. 

Yet these cumbersome items loomed large in
everyday life during the early stages of the war.

They were carried in square cardboard cartons
under the arm, or slung in knapsacks over the
shoulder. Fitted onto the head they made breath-
ing difficult and smelt of rubber and disinfectant. 

Children discovered, to their delight, that you
could blow rude noises by exhaling sharply into
them so that their clammy side pieces vibrated
against the cheeks.

The steel-built, tunnel-shaped Anderson shel-
ter, erected in people’s gardens, proved more
valuable. 
In February 1939 the Home Office - the gov-
ernment department responsible for law and
order and people’s safety - announced plans to
distribute shelters to thousands of homes in
the areas most likely to be hit; the shelters
took their name from Sir John Anderson, the
Lord Privy Seal in charge of air-raid precau-
tions. 
About 2 million shelters had been issued by
September 1939. Made from six curved sheets
bolted together at the top, with steel plates at
either end, and measuring 6ft 6in by 4ft 6in
(1.95m by 1.35m), the Anderson shelters
could accommodate six people, or more if
bunks were suitably arranged.

SIGNS OF THE TIMES After the fall of France, street names and sign -
posts were dismantled to confuse any invading Germans (left). As early
as spring 1939, corrugated steel Anderson shelters were being delivered
to these homes in a north London suburb (above). They proved damp and
prone to flooding - but they did save lives.

BRITAIN PREPARES

“...... and we’ve an air raid shelter in the
garden ...... an Anderson shelter...... “

Flora



Above GAS ALERT During the early weeks of the war, daily life in
offices, shops, schools and factories was often disturbed by gas-
mask drills. Hitler never made a gas attack, however.

Leaflets about home defence were pushed
through letter-boxes during the summer of
1939, advising on how a cellar or basement
might be converted into a refuge room, and
how sandbags might be stacked to protect
against bomb blast. There was guidance on
blackout restrictions, too, that sent people scur-

rying out to buy thick curtains, blackout paint,
cardboard, brown paper and drawing pins - all
to blot out the least glimmer of light from win-
dows in case it should help enemy bombers.
The blackout proper began on the night of
September 1, 1939, when all street lights were
turned off.

In September1940, when
bombs struck Buckingham
Palace, a policeman observed
to the Queen: ‘A magnificent
piece of bombing, Ma’am, if
you’ll pardon my saying so.’
The sense that the Royal
Family was sharing in the
dangers of other
Londoners did much to
cement bonds of loyalty.
People were fascinated by
such facts as the baths in
Buckingham Palace hav-
ing a 5in (13cm) water-
mark on them, to help
save water and fuel.

During the war’s early
months Princess Elizabeth
and her sister Princess
Margaret Rose were sent
to Balmoral in Scotland.

But later, despite the danger
from bombs, to keep the fami-
ly together they returned to
Royal Lodge, Windsor, some-
times staying at Windsor
Castle, too. 

It was from the castle that the
14-year-old Princess Elizabeth
made her radio debut on
October 13,1940, in a broad-
cast to evacuee children. In
April 1942, at the age of 16, 

Princess Elizabeth regis-
tered for war service and in
March 1945, despite oppo-
sition from her family and
the War Cabinet, she
trained as a driver in the
Auxiliary Territorial
Service (ATS), where she
was to hold the rank of a
second lieutenant.

THE YOUNG PRINCESSES AT WAR

Left Royal Soldier Princess
Elizabeth joined the Auxiliary
Territorial Service in 1945.
There she learned to drive and
maintain Army motor vehicles.

“We carry our gas masks with us 
all the time now.....”

Flora

Above SELF PROTECTION The pub -
lic was deluged with official Ieaflets
giving advice on personal and home
protection.

BRITAIN PREPARES



Enemy submarines sank cargo ships bringing
goods like beef, lamb, butter, wheat, oranges and
bananas to Britain. The government rationed food
to make sure the people didn’t starve. 
Everyone had a ration book, full of coupons.
These coupons as well as money had to be given
to shopkeepers, for eggs, jam, cheese, butter,
meat, bacon, milk, sugar, sweets, tea and soap.
Some people were allowed more than others.
Pregnant women had green ration books and got
the first choice of any fruit and twice the egg
ration.
Children had blue ration books. They were
allowed fruit, when the shops had any, and half a
pint of milk a week. As well as coupons, every-
body had 16 points a month to ‘spend’ as they
liked on scarce food like tinned fish and maca-
roni. People got used to empty shelves and to
queuing for everything.

People grew food and vegetables to help feed
themselves and their families. Some of them had
allotments. Others only had window boxes. Local
councils dug up parks and playing fields. They
planted cabbages, parsnips, potatoes, leeks and
carrots. The government called this ‘Digging for
Victory’, and asked everyone to help.

“Everything’s rationed now ....”
Flora

Above Farmers ploughed as much land and
produced as much food as they could. They
needed help to do this, especially at harvest
time. Many people from towns and cities had
farming holidays.

Above A typical week’s supply of
rationed food for one adult. Food was
rationed differently at different times,
depending on supplies.

RATIONING

“They’re asking for women to join the
land army, dig for victory. Can I go,
mam”

“We’ll see. When you’re older, perhaps.”

“Mam ....”
Mam & Gwen



Women tried to make do and mend during the war
years. Clothes, towels, sheets, blankets and curtains
were rationed. Everything unwanted or worn out was
made into something else. They turned old sheets into
baby clothes, net curtains into a wedding dress, flour
sacks into chair covers and worn out trousers into
girls’ skirts. Nothing was wasted. They cut up old
stockings and socks and used them as stuffing for pil-
lows and soft toys.

Many people bought things on the black market.
There was always someone who knew a man who
would sell petrol, eggs, spare parts for a radio, toys or
alcohol on the quiet. ‘Spivs’ and ‘wideboys’ ignored
government regulations and sold whatever they could
get hold of. Sometimes organized gangs stole goods
from warehouses. Sometimes people looted bombed
houses or shops, and kept or sold what they found
there.

Left A of of things
which people threw
out as rubbish before
the war were saved
and re-cycled in the
1940s. Here, Girl
Guides are collecting
jam jars, rags, tins and
paper.

RATIONING

In November 1939 people
had to choose the shops
from which they wanted to
buy food like cheese, eggs
and meat. They then had to
register with these shops. In
January 1940 everyone was
given a ration book. They
were only allowed to buy
rationed goods at the shops
they had chosen.

Rationing was important
because it meant that
everybody had enough
protein and vitamins.

“Hey! Where are you going with that?”

“This is going to be an aeroplane, mam”

“That’s my sauce pan.”

“You can do without! Make do and mend, mam!”

Flora & Mam



In May 1940 the German army reached the
English Channel. People were very afraid that the
Germans would cross the sea and invade Britain. 

The government told people to put huge concrete
blocks and coils of barbed wire on the beaches.
They told people to build look-out posts, called
pill-boxes, along the cliffs. Farmers parked old
tractors and ploughs in open fields to stop gliders
landing. 

Vicars stopped ringing church bells on Sundays.
Everyone agreed that church bells would only be
rung to warn people that the Germans were invad-
ing.

Everybody got ready for an invasion, not just peo-
ple living near the south and east coasts. 
Men who were not in the forces joined the Local
Defence Volunteers, which was soon called the
Home Guard. They trained to fight back invading
troops. 
Women were not allowed to join. They formed the
Women’s Home Defence Corps instead, and
learned to fire rifles and pistols too.

THE HOME GUARD

Above Local Home Guard practising. At first
they did not have proper uniforms or rifles.
This photo was taken in 1940.

Above Sign posts were taken away
from road junctions so that invading
Germans would get lost.

We shall defend our island
whatever the cost may be.
We shall fight on the
beaches, we shall fight on
the landing grounds, we
shall fight in the fields and
in the streets, we shall
fight in the hills. We shall
never surrender.

Winston Churchill, the
Prime Minister, said this

on 4 June 1940.

“How are you coping, Mr. Williams? You’re
doin’ what? You’ve joined the Home
Guard?”

Mam & Mr. Williams



In the summer of 1940, under the
threat of immediate invasion, the gov-
ernment called on men who (by reason
of age or occupation) were outside the
scope of the ‘call-up’, to enrol as
Local Defence Volunteers. Within
twenty-four hours a quarter of a mil-
lion had done so. The members of
what later became known as ‘Dad’s
Army’ made up in keenness what they
lacked in equipment. Armed with shot-
guns and broomsticks, at first they had
to make do with arm-bands rather than
uniforms.

Often the target of humorous scorn
(LDV= Look, Duck and Vanish), they
gradually gained in both public esteem
and numbers. Within a month
Churchill had re-named them the
‘Home Guard’. Half a million rifles
were swiftly procured for them from
America.

At their peak stength, in 1943, the
Home Guard numbered l,l75,000 -
twice as many as the home-based regu-
lars. The theory was that, having a
detailed knowledge of their own towns
and villages, they would act as a first
line of defence against invaders, skir-
mishing to hold them up while regular
forces assembled to counter-attack.
Fortunately this was never put to the
test. But they did useful service in
rounding up ‘downed’Luftwaffe pilots
and guarding bridges, power-stations
and other installations, thus releasing
regular troops for more demanding
tasks.

THE HOME GUARD

The Home Guard harassed innocent civilians for
identity cards, put up primitive road-blocks . . .
and sometimes made bombs out of petrol tins.
In a serious invasion, its members would pre -
sumably have been massacred if they had man -
aged to assemble at all.

A. J P Taylor, English historian 
English History 1914 - 45 (1965)

Above This sixteen year-old despatch-rider was the first
Home Guard member to be mentioned indespatches for
bravery. Although blown off his bike by blast he ran
almost a mile through a raid to deliver his message.

“You’ve got no rifles? You practise with
what? Broom sticks? That’ll be a lot of
use agaunst a regiment of German
paratroopers, won’t it? 
No, you’re right. I shouldn’t talk like
that.
Well done, Mr. Williams!”

Mam & Mr. Williams



Above DAD’S ARMY The Local Defence Volunteers, or Home Guard, were recruited to resist invasion. The
park-keeper volunteers (above) were lucky to have rifles for inspection. In the early days many drilled with
sporting guns, clubs or broom handles. By 1942 the Home Guard was being taken more seriously.

THE HOME GUARD

For months after the outbreak of war, the
expected swarms of German bombers failed to
appear over British cities. This strange, edgy
period known as the Phoney War lasted well
into 1940, but the evacuation of the British
army from the Channel port of Dunkirk and the
fall of France prompted real fears of invasion.
In May 1940 War Minister Anthony Eden called
for a new defence force to be set up. It was
originally known as the LDV (Local Defence
Volunteers): recruits were supposed to be
between 17 and 65 years of age and the only
fitness requirement was that they should be
‘capable of free movement’. The response was
immense. A quarter of a million men joined
within a week and the numbers had doubled by
July when, at Churchill’s suggestion, the force
was renamed the Home Guard.

The volunteers were not paid and, in the early
days, few were equipped with rifles; one gun
had to serve for ten men on average. Whiskery
old veterans of World War I, and earlier, parad-
ed alongside beardless boys, drilling with sport-
ing guns, walking sticks, golf clubs, broom han-
dles - whatever was available. The Home
Guard’s task was to keep watch on coasts, pub-
lic buildings, roads, railways and so on for
signs of enemy invaders, who might come by
parachute as well as in seaborne landings.
Home Guard members also did important work
in bringing in enemy airmen who had been
forced to bale out of wrecked aircraft.

THE HOME GUARD



Britain’s war effort brought together people from very different sections of society and 

introduced a whole new range of jobs: society girls driving trains and tractors; young ’Bevin Boys’

working down the mines; and Italian and German prisoners of war working in the fields.

In March 1941 Ernest Bevin, Minister of
Labour, announced the call-up of British
women to help in the war effort. 

Registration of 20 and 21-year-olds was
announced for the following month, and
though pregnant women and mothers with
young children were exempt, it was already
clear that life at one social level would be radi-
cally affected. Among better-off families, one
consequence was a sudden drop in the number
of girls available for domestic service. The
advertising columns of daily papers were
crammed with appeals for cooks and house-
maids.

One vital need was for women to work in
munitions factories, filling shells with explo-
sives as many had done voluntarily in World
War I. But there was a wealth of other options
and, as more and more women were conscript-

ed, they found work in tank and aircraft facto-
ries, civil defence, nursing, transport and other
key occupations, so releasing men for the
armed forces.

Women could choose to join one of the auxil-
iary services - the Women’s Royal Naval
Service (WRNS), the Women’s Auxiliary Air
Force (WAAF) or the Auxiliary Territorial
Service (ATS). 

Still another option was to become a member
of the Women’s Land Army, which had been
formed in World War I to provide help on
farms and which was revived in July 1939. 

Women manned anti-aircraft batteries, drove
trains and tractors, operated cranes and became
proficient spot-welders. In fact, they did just
about everything except go down the mines.

BRITAIN AT WORK

❛ At the grammar school I went to in St. Albans
we adopted a minesweeper, and the older girls
knitted balaclavas and gloves and
wrote to the sailors. The replies
that came were read out on
Friday mornings in assembly.

I remember one rather embar-
rassed captain or naval officer
appeared, very red-faced and
tongue-tied among hundreds of
girls. He tried to thank us very
much, but we all just stared at
this officer..... 

We always had to sing For Those

in Peril on the Sea; I always remember feeling
very affected by it, especially at the time the

convoys were being continually
decimated. 

I can remember one of my
schoolfriends standing in the
playground rather quiet, and the
other children said: “Oh well, his
father was on the Hood.” 

We never gave much sympathy,
we just accepted it, that was it,
your father’s dead. ❜

From the recollections of Jean
Stafford, a schoolgirl at the time.

Schooldays in St. Albans

Jean Stafford with her mother



Above WORKING GIRLS Women toil alongside men to make and test barrage balloons at the Dunlop rub -
ber factory in Manchester. Inset: ‘Land Girls’, members of the Women’s Land Army, doing the farmwork.



Fancy clothing was out. The working woman
often wore trousers or dungarees instead of a
skirt and, with ‘Cover Your Hair for Safety’ a
slogan of the time, tied a scarf around her head.
It was often done up in a headsquare turban - a
distinctive wartime style
which helped to create
an almost uniform look. 

Music blared continually
in factories. The BBC’s
Music While You Work
provided the daily ration
of tunes -at the height of
the war over 8,000 facto-
ries covering more than
4 million workers
received the programme,
and one manager report-
ed that when the radio
was shut down for a
week there was a 20 per
cent drop in output. 

A woman ship-builder
recalled that the pro-
gramme was all the
rage in her works,
though it had to
compete constantly
with the noises of
cranes and the
pounding of heavy ham-
mers on steel plates. 

‘So we had it in the canteen, deafeningly, so
that you couldn’t hear what anyone said. The
only time there was anything like a hush was
when everyone was swooning over Bing
Crosby.’

Accommodation had to be found for the vast
membership of the Women’s Land Army, which
included waitresses, hairdressers and typists all
hoping to be turned into farm hands. 

At its maximum strength in 1943, the Land
Army numbered more than 80,000 women, all
needing billets and uniforms. The Land Girls
were kitted up in green jerseys, brown breeches,

brown felt slouch-hats and cotton blouses. Land
Girls were trained in batches of 30 or more and
conditions of service were arduous. 

A working week of 50 hours was compulsory.
They were allowed one
week’s paid holiday a
year. Milking, plough-
ing, weeding, hoeing,
muck-spreading and
harvesting were among
the chores, along with
more specialised jobs
such as rat-catching.

In winter there were
ditches to clear and
hedges to trim. It was
all back breaking work,
often carried out in
appalling weather con-
ditions, and many a
recruit who had been
enticed by cheery
posters of Land Girls
cradling lambs found
herself bitterly disillu-
sioned. 

None the less, figures
showed that the Land
Girls made an impor-
tant contribution to
wartime farming.

Besides the novel sight of women on tractors,
country people also got used to seeing gangs of
Italian and (later) German prisoners of war
working in the fields. Italian prisoners from the
Mediterranean theatre of war were being used
from the summer of 1941. They were at first
confined to camps and hostels, and were guard-
ed by soldiers as they worked, but restrictions
were later relaxed so that some lived and
worked - unguarded - on farms. In accordance
with the Geneva Convention the POWs were
paid a small daily wage, and despite some early
hostility they came to be regarded almost with
affection. 

WORRIED BLUE EYES 
FROM WOMAN MAGAZINE, 1942 

I am serving in the Forces and find I am going
to have a baby. Two men could be responsi-
ble, but I don’t know which. Both have offered
to marry me, but I can’t decide which. Would
it be better to throw them both over and make
a fresh start?

Much better. You don’t love either of them and
whoever marries you will never feel sure of
you. Get over this trouble, make up your mind
to be morally stronger in the future, and marry

when you find a man you can really love;
moreover a man who will

respect you before
marriage.

“Well, I’m older now, mam......”
Gwen

WOMEN AT
WAR
Magazines
for women
reflected the
social
changes
brought by
the war.



The average Briton ate three eggs a week, (during the
war one a fortnight). They could pick wild mushrooms
and berries, catch fish and snare rabbits and pigeons for
the pot. They were usually more skilled at making jams
and chutneys.

Even the rich turned ‘back to the land’.
Lady Diana Cooper, wife of the Minister of Information,
kept a cow at her country home and learned to milk it
herself and make cheese. She also kept a goat, pigs,

ducks and hens (yielding ten eggs a day). Her enterprise
caused a minor sensation when she was prosecuted and
fined for feeding stale bread to her livestock. (It should
have gone into sausages or puddings for human con-
sumption.)

‘DIG FOR VICTORY’
The gap between town and country was narrowed by the
‘Dig for Victory’ campaign launched in October 1939.

This encouraged townspeople to turn their lawns and
flower beds over to vegetables. 

The royal parks showed the way, turfing out geraniums
in favour of cabbages. 

Even railway embankments and bombsites were taken
into cultivation. 

The number of allotments in use rose from 815,000 in
1939 to 1,145,000 by 1942.

Local horticultural societies helped keen new gardeners
learn from old hands.

THE KITCHEN FRONT

Townspeople envied country folk their fresh eggs, milk,
vegetables ..... poultry, mutton and home-cured bacon.
Country people ....... rarely had the opportunity to supple -
ment their rations with restaurant meals and frequently
found that a consignment of off-the-ration goods in the
nearest town had been snapped up by the locals before
news of its arrival filtered out.

Sadie Ward - War in the Countryside {1988)

Many people kept hens to boost the
family egg ration. Consequently grain
became short . . . the RSPCA stepped
in, suggesting that people should feed
their chickens on weed seeds, berries
and nuts, and drew up a leaflet telling
people which seeds and berries were
poisonous and which not.

Jilly Cooper, English writer
Animals in War 1983



DON’T YOU KNOW THERE’S A WAR ON?

PROPAGANDA

Propaganda was the special responsibility of a new
Ministry of Information, housed in the impressive
but still uncompleted Senate House building of the
University of London.

Realizing that this time the war would not be
over by Christmas and that the civilian
population would be subjected to many terrors and
hardships, the government understood the need to
provide the public with clear guidance on how to
support the war effort and to sustain morale against
false rumours, panic and despair.

The Ministry’s other tasks included trying to win
neutral countries over to the British side and to
counter enemy propaganda.

These tasks involved close liaison with BBC radio,
which was correctly perceived as the most powerful
medium of mass-communication.

PROPAGANDA

“Mrs. Davies called the war ‘phoney’- mam gave
her a real mouthful - ‘Careless talk costs lives,
Mrs. Davies,’ she said.”

Flora

Above A campaign involving 2.5 million posters
tried to reverse traditional British attitudes
towards theright of ‘free speech’.

The BBC’s pioneer TV broadcasts,
begun in 1936, were suspended for
the duration of the war for fear that
signals might provide navigational aid
to enemy bombers.

. . . the interests about which workers in the
industrial areas would want to talk are - the war,
home politics, industrial grievances,football and
the dogs. We believe that the kind of things they
would want to say about the first three could not
be broadcast.

Director of BBC Scotland

“Dad gave us a radio before he left.
‘To keep our peckers up’, he said.”

Flora



The War Ends
By January 1945 Russian forces had reached
Germany’s eastern frontier.
On the western front the Allies were preparing
for a final campaign. Allied bombs caused much
destruction when they raided Dresden in
Germany.

The American army crossed the Rhine in March
and had joined up with the Russians on the river
Elbe by the end of April. On 24 April Russian
troops entered Berlin and captured the city. Hitler
committed suicide in his Berlin underground
bunker on 30 April. German armies began sur-
rendering in May, and on 8 May the war in
Europe was finally over.

When Japan surrendered on 14 August the
Second World War was finally over. Nearly 17
million fighting men had been killed, six million
Jews had been murdered and about 30 million
other civilians had died from bombings, hunger,
dlsease and other effects of the war.
The following are extracts from the front page of
The Daily Sketch, 8 May, 1945:

This is VE-Day
Premier is to broad-

cast at 3 pm.
Two Days Holiday

‘An official announce-
ment will be broad-
cast by the Prime
Minister at three
o’clock this afternoon.
Today will be treated
as Victory Day and
will be regarded as a
holiday.
Tomorrow will also be
a holiday....’

WORLD NEWS

World Makes Whoopee

All over the world the report of the German
surrender was celebrated. Here is how the
news was received as told in cables from all
over the globe:

LONDON: Thousands flocked to town after
the first pause of perplexity. Buckingham
Palace and Piccadilly Circus were the con-
verging points for thousands of revellers.

NEW YORK: Ticker tape and bits of torn up
telephone books fluttering down from sky-
scrapers proclaimed that the city was cele-
brating. Streets are knee-deep in paper, all
telephones are dead and traffic diverted.

PARIS: Crowds cheered wildly outside a big
newspaper office in a main Paris thorough-
fare as loudspeakers announced the capitula-
tion.

ROME: Sirens sounded in the city while
church bells rang.

JOHANNESBURG: Flags and bunting went
up. Newspaper sellers were mobbed by excit-
ed crowds.

“We’ve won! We’ve won the war!!”


