[image: Women at the Ready]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Patricia and Robert Malcolmson are social historians with a particular interest in Mass Observation, diaries and British society around the time of the Second World War. Together they have edited several Mass Observation wartime diaries for record societies (London, Bedfordshire, Dorset and Surrey), as well as three volumes of diaries produced by Nella Last of Barrow-in-Furness between 1939 and the 1950s. Their other publications include (by Robert) Popular Recreations in English Society 1700–1850 (1973), Life and Labour in England 1700–1780 (1981) and, with Stephanos Mastoris, The English Pig: A History (1998); and (by Patricia) English Laundresses: A Social History 1850–1930 (1986) and Me and My Hair: A Social History (2012). They live in Nelson, British Columbia.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                Also by Patricia and Robert Malcolmson
              
            

          

        

      

      Nella Last’s Peace

      Nella Last in the 1950s

      The Diaries of Nella Last: Writing in War and Peace

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Hachette Digital

           

          
            978-1-4055-1604-4

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Patricia Malcolmson and Robert Malcolmson 2013

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Mass Observation material reproduced with permission of Curtis Brown Group Ltd, London on behalf of The Trustees of the Mass Observation Archive. Copyright © The Trustees of the Mass Observation Archive.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          HACHETTE DIGITAL

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        The greatest disservice a woman can do, at the moment, is to consider herself useless.

        
          Lady Reading, 1939
        

      

      
        We must all help to win this war on the Home Front – as well as those serving – and overcome the difficulties in doing so.

        
          Mildred Elwes, WVS Village Representative 
Weston, Lincolnshire, 1941
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              A CALL TO ARMS
            

          

        

      

      The Women’s Voluntary Services was the largest women’s organisation in British history and, for a few years, perhaps the most important. It was created in 1938, in expectation of another major European war, and from fear as to what such a war might mean for the safety and security of Britain’s civilian population. The central threat was the prospect of enemy air raids on the homeland – a threat that had vastly increased since the Great War – and the principal response to this danger was the establishment of Air Raid Precautions (ARP). As the Home Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare, put it in a letter of 4 May 1938, the local authorities would be in need of ‘large numbers of women… for first aid, ambulance drivers, for clerical work and in connection with communications, and also for Wardens’. This letter was addressed to Stella Isaacs, the Marchioness of Reading (1894–1971), whom the government had selected to head the about-to-be founded WVS. Her late husband, thirty-four years her senior, had been Viceroy of India. She had significant leadership experience in the voluntary sector, especially through the Personal Service League, and enjoyed a solid reputation for getting things done.

      It was the government’s intention to foster initiative and constructive activity among ordinary citizens, so that ‘all responsible persons shall gradually learn what to do for themselves and for others in the event of air raids, and I know that women, particularly those with families of their own, are concerned about this’. The preparations would be ‘for saving loss of life and reducing suffering and maintaining the ordinary life of the community if war should regrettably come upon us’. ‘In the tradition of this country we are trying to do this by voluntary methods’, Hoare observed in a letter of 20 May 1938; and he conceived of this women’s movement of volunteers as an expression ‘of what a free people can organise for themselves’, for he thought that the ‘order and discipline that come from the responsibility of a free people is… much more enduring than any discipline enforced from outside’.1

      The WVS was set up, then, to ensure that women were prepared to deal with air attacks, should they occur, and that they would be properly organised for self-protection and the protection of their fellow citizens prior to any hostile action. The WVS was not a charity. Rather, it was a state service to be staffed by volunteers. The formation of the WVS was publicly announced in mid-June 1938 and headquarters were established at 41 Tothill Street, Westminster, in London. During the following fourteen months the WVS created an administrative framework based on the twelve regions for civil defence, ten in England and one each in Wales and Scotland (it was also active in Northern Ireland). Each Region had its own Administrator, sometimes a titled woman and invariably socially well-connected, and under her were County Organisers, then Borough and Rural District Organisers, and finally village or neighbourhood representatives; all but the last were demanding positions, requiring full-time or near full-time commitments.

      Senior WVS members and notably the service’s chairman, the energetic and highly competent Lady Reading, toured the country to spread the WVS’s key messages and gather recruits. The WVS membership of around fifty thousand in early 1939 quadrupled by mid-May, and by the late summer of 1939 it had enrolled around a third of a million members and set up over one thousand Centres – and was still growing. The commitments of WVS members varied enormously: while some women were prepared to volunteer for fairly long hours, most, because of family responsibilities or age or health, could only be part-timers, and this was all that was expected of them. The WVS appealed to women to give what time they could to do whatever jobs they thought they would be comfortable with. There would, so Lady Reading promised, be some useful job for every woman, regardless of her family commitments or (say) her shyness or inexperience or her limited mobility. This flexibility and sensitivity to the diversity of women’s temperaments and circumstances was one reason for the success of its recruitment campaign.

      These first months of activity were rooted in a few basic principles. The WVS was not mandated to take initiatives of its own. Rather, it existed to assist the local authorities with regard to civil defence and to do whatever tasks these authorities asked it to do. (Requests were later to come from many other authorities.) Whatever influence the WVS might exercise would be a consequence of authority being delegated to it by other bodies with established powers. Emergencies were anticipated, most of them associated with enemy action, and it was expected that the WVS would be a key player in helping others to deal with them. It was seen as important that, in the event of air attacks, suffering be alleviated, loss of life be minimised and the ordinary life of the community continue as far as possible.

      Such work would help to sustain morale. Lady Reading saw the WVS as an antidote to panic and defeatism and a means of instilling confidence, and she felt that these goals could best be achieved by stressing efficiency and disciplined organisation, and sometimes specialised training such as First Aid or learning how to drive motor vehicles, without mimicking the culture of militarisation. The essential message to women was clear: their homes and homeland were likely to be threatened, should it turn out that war was inescapable, and women should do what they could as individuals to confront this danger, sensibly and confidently and with appropriate tools – and in company with others, for there was bound to be strength in numbers. Many of Lady Reading’s promotional efforts during the year or so prior to the outbreak of war were designed to combat lethargy and timidity and to proclaim that women could act prudently and effectively both in their own defence and the defence of the nation. From 1 September 1939 they were called upon not only to prepare but to act as well.

      While this could be said to be a book about the wartime WVS, it is really about the WVS in wartime society. We must say something about organisational and institutional history, but we are mainly concerned with social history and the wartime experiences of WVS members and some of the hundreds of thousands of people who had contacts with them. The richest of the WVS sources show their writers as keen observers and often thoughtful interpreters of lives close at hand, and of people needing to be understood. These reports show us the WVS at work, and through them we also see something of the texture of everyday life. The WVS was in some respects a top-down organisation, but it had a broad base and at the local level it tapped into the experiences of huge numbers of people, whose individual circumstances were often vividly described.

      Our goal as historians is not only to tell the story of a remarkable organisation, but also to allow its records to reveal something about the character of lives lived in wartime Britain, especially of those to whom harsh things had happened and were happening. These were people who were obliged to cope as best they could with what they could not avoid, though, as we shall see, they usually did not have to cope entirely on their own.

      There is no doubt that the Women’s Voluntary Services was a hugely important movement for large numbers of people. ‘How proud I felt to be a member of such a magnificent and self-effacing organisation’: these were the words of the WVS Centre Organiser in Blackwell North, Derbyshire in February 1953, well after the war’s end, when the WVS was helping the victims of the massive floods at that time,* and was a widespread sentiment. Justified pride, of course, should be rooted in accomplishments. The following chapters are intended to portray the wide range of deeds done by the WVS and responses to challenges, and to assess its impact during these tumultuous years of Britain’s social history.

       

      A NOTE ON SOURCES

      The most important collection of sources by far is the WRVS Archive & Heritage Collection in Devizes, Wiltshire. (The ‘R’ for Royal was added in 1966.) This outstanding collection, which was awarded UK Memory of the World Status by UNESCO in 2010 and is very capably managed by its archivist, Matthew McMurray, is the foundation for this book.

      The single most important category of WVS document from the war is what was known as a Narrative Report. These Reports were expected to be composed monthly by WVS Centre Organisers around the country, some two thousand of them; and they were intended to record the various WVS activities in that area for the preceding month. Tens of thousands of Narrative Reports have survived, but while certain boroughs and rural districts are well documented, others (Leeds, for example, and parts of London) are hardly documented at all. In some places these reports were at some time systematically destroyed: for the most part only those concerning evacuation have survived for Scotland, for example. While most reports are only one or two pages, some typed and others handwritten, a minority are detailed and expansive, written with verve; some include substantial descriptions only when activities out of the ordinary occurred; others still are routinely brief and unrevealing, sometimes even cursory. Naturally, we draw most heavily on the reports that are particularly conscientious in providing detail and commentary. Occasionally there are attachments to the reports, such as a newspaper clipping or a special account of some subject or other. Together, these Reports, with their appended information, comprise vital testimony concerning the work of the WVS and its links with wartime society.

      In the WRVS Archive & Heritage Collection, the Narrative Reports are clearly sorted by county and year, and within each box the files are arranged monthly and often separated by borough or district. It is easy to locate the Report from a given place for a particular month (assuming, of course, that it was in fact submitted and has survived). Whenever we write in this book that, for example, ‘According to a report from Luton in June 1943’, or ‘It was said that in Bristol in April 1941’, or ‘There were problems in Liverpool in December 1940’, or ‘The WVS in Tunbridge Wells in August 1943 took on new duties’, we are invariably quoting a passage or drawing on evidence from the relevant Narrative Report of the date stated, and no other reference is provided. Occasionally a Narrative Report is undated but has been filed with others that are dated; in these cases we use language such as ‘in late 1939 in north Lincolnshire’, ‘from the beginning of 1942 in Nottingham’, and the like. The author of any report is normally the Centre Organiser or her deputy. Unless otherwise indicated, the WVS statistics we cite, mainly concerning membership, are drawn from Box 229 in the WRVS Archive.

      The major printed source for understanding the wartime WVS is its monthly Bulletin; a complete collection is held in the WRVS Archive. The Bulletin, which was usually eight pages in length, often has the feel of a publication of record, with its messages from Lady Reading, letters of thanks, statistics, notices of public events, accounts of operational successes and worthwhile initiatives, honours given, the names of donors from abroad and the like, as well as regular advice on food preparation. One of its key purposes, unsurprisingly, was to sustain morale and commitment among its members, so it had to be persistently upbeat, confident and resolute. Its value is mainly to be found in its revelations of views from the top, its national perspective and its explanations of policies and reports of successful activities, though a particular action or event is often not explicitly attached to a named place, especially if bombing was involved. Still, the official, often fact-driven and nationwide material in the Bulletin is a useful complement to the localism of the Narrative Reports.

      We also cite or quote from the diaries of five women who were active in the WVS, all of which are found in other archives. A brief account of each diarist and her diary is produced below. All our quotations and citations from these diaries are specifically dated and thus can be readily located by anyone who wishes to check the original.

      Dorothy Dixon* (born 1906) was a shop assistant in a working-class district of Dewsbury, West Yorkshire. She seems to have joined the WVS in later 1942. Her diary starts in July 1941 and is held in the Mass Observation Archive at the University of Sussex (no. 5331). We plan to publish soon an edited version of her diary under her real name.

      Nella Last (born 1889) lived in Barrow-in-Furness, Lancashire (now Cumbria). She joined the WVS in 1939, shortly before the war started. Her husband was a joiner and she was the mother of two adult sons, one of whom was in the army. Her massive diary, which starts in late August 1939, is held in the Mass Observation Archive at the University of Sussex (no. 5353). Selections from her wartime writing are available in Richard Broad and Suzie Fleming (eds), Nella Last’s War (1981; London: Profile Books, 2006) and our (eds), The Diaries of Nella Last: Writing in War and Peace (London: Profile, 2012), Part One.

      Helen Lloyd (born 1899) came from a well-off family and lived in Albury, near Guildford in Surrey. She joined the WVS soon after its inception and throughout the war was the Centre Organiser for the Guildford Rural District – and also the author of the Narrative Reports from this district to WVS Headquarters. Her diary, which starts in April 1940, is held at the Surrey History Centre in Woking, under references 8261 and 8916. Almost all of her diary for 1940–1 has been published in our (eds), Warriors at Home 1940–1942: Three Surrey Diarists (Surrey Record Society, 2012).

      Phyllis Walther (born 1904) wrote her diary for Mass Observation (no. 5454). Early in the war she self-evacuated, along with her young son, from London to her parents’ home in Blandford Forum, Dorset, where she had grown up and where her father was managing director of the Hall and Woodhouse brewery. Her husband remained in London for most of the war. She was already a member of the WVS when she started her diary in May 1941. It has been published in its entirety, edited by us, as Dorset in Wartime: The Diary of Phyllis Walther 1941–1942 (Dorset Record Society, 2009).

      Doreen Wright (born 1907) wrote her private diary in the form of letters to her husband, who was serving in the RAF and went missing in action on 22 May 1940. Her diary is now deposited in the Warwickshire Record Office, and an admirable edition of it has been published by the Leek Wootton History Group as Doreen’s Diary: She Could Not Have Loved More – The Wartime Diary of Doreen Wright (2012). Doreen Wright was a member of the WVS for about six months in 1940.

      The other sources that we have used are all acknowledged in the endnotes. This material falls into three main categories. First, the Cumbria Archives in Kendal has an exceptionally complete collection of sources (including Narrative Reports) for that borough and the county of Westmorland, and most of our references to Westmorland are from documents in this rich collection (WDSO 92/1-2). While this county and city together had fewer than three thousand members in 1944, they were certainly active, and their Organiser was exceptionally thorough in recording their activities. Second, there are sources in the WRVS Archive that are not Narrative Reports. They may be special accounts, usually typewritten, of one matter or another (such as raids, canteens or clothing schemes), or speeches, or perhaps printed ephemera, or pamphlets, or correspondence, or newspaper clippings. When we cite or quote from one of these, a specific box or file number is given in a note. Third, we have also used sources from other repositories, such as county record offices and the Imperial War Museum, and we have often drawn on accounts of WVS work from local newspapers, most of which are held in the newspaper library of the British Library at Colindale. On all these occasions suitable references are given in the endnotes. From time to time we make a general statement that is supported by scattered archival evidence, from Devizes and elsewhere, and in these instances we do not usually provide specific references.

      In quoting from contemporary sources, we have silently corrected obvious errors, often revised punctuation in the interest of clarity, and sometimes standardised such usages as dates, monetary values and acronyms. The wartime WVS was and still is often referred to as ‘Service’ rather than (as is correct) ‘Services’, but we have usually retained the singular usage when it was employed by a contemporary observer or participant. And since members of the WVS commonly spoke of their organisation as ‘WVS’ rather than ‘the WVS’, quotations in this book that lack a definite article where a modern reader would expect to find one are in fact accurate.
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              EVACUEES 1939–40
            

          

        

      

      In late summer 1939 almost all Britons knew they were living through a crisis. Many felt they were on the cusp of a catastrophe. As the clouds of war darkened many branches of the WVS were preparing for the worst. Among the challenges was the protection of the country’s most vulnerable citizens – its infants, pre-school children, pregnant and nursing mothers, schoolchildren, the elderly and people with disabilities – as the threat of the bombing of cities became more likely. These people were, once war was imminent or declared, to be moved by the government away from the big cities in which they lived. The plan, which was at this time voluntary, was to relocate most of them, over the course of a few days, to hundreds of hamlets, villages and small towns – ‘reception areas’ – where, it was hoped, they would be out of harm’s way.

      The evacuation of early September 1939 was a massive and unprecedented undertaking, involving thousands of officials and many others assisting them. The Home Office saw the WVS as a major player in helping to organise and carry out these evacuations, and local authorities in reception areas were encouraged to look to it for help; most did so since they knew they could not manage on their own. Members of the WVS in some of the counties nearest to London were well aware that they were likely to receive large numbers of evacuees, and they had strong incentives to plan ahead. Within days of the declaration of war their preparations were put to the test. (Private evacuations, involving individuals choosing to move or send loved ones to safer locations, were an entirely different story and rarely concerned the WVS directly.)

       

      Huntingdonshire, a thinly populated rural county, was close enough to London yet far enough away from obvious major industrial and military targets to make it an ideal reception area. The county’s WVS members were briefed on the government’s evacuation scheme, which envisaged that schoolchildren would be evacuated with their classmates and pre-school children evacuated mainly with their mothers. WVS volunteers attended lectures that dealt with the expected requirements of evacuees. In cooperation with the British Red Cross, working parties were set up throughout the county to handle all sorts of clothing needs and to organise the knitting of such comforts as sweaters, scarves, mittens, caps and socks. On the brink of the war, some eighty local WVS committees were functioning in Huntingdonshire, many of them prepared to take whatever civil defence measures might be needed. All this testifies to considerable commitment, foresight and thoughtful organisation. Huntingdonshire’s WVS was not, though, responsible for formal billeting arrangements; this was very different from Surrey and some other counties, where the WVS took a leading role in dealing with billeting issues.1

      Huntingdonshire played from strength in a number of ways and especially, it seems, in the quality of its leadership. The Lord-Lieutenant of the county, the Earl of Sandwich, chaired the National Service Committee and his wife was the president of the county’s WVS as well as being active in its work. Major support for the efforts of the WVS in 1939 came from the County Council, ‘whose Clerk has been, from the first, the organisation’s best friend’ – here, as in other counties, the effectiveness of the WVS was closely linked to the competence and zeal of the local government.

      More than ten thousand evacuees were expected from London,2 and in January 1942 the WVS County Organiser for Huntingdonshire reflected on what had been done in preparation for this. In February 1939, she thought, ‘evacuation was nothing but a remote contingency. Few of us were able to conjure up the dread possibilities which must follow on an outbreak of war and any who urged concrete preparations were apt to be labelled “alarmist”. Fortunately for this County, our [WVS] Regional Administrator, the Clerk to the County Council and others were more far-seeing and so September 1939 found us not wholly unprepared.’3

      The first evacuations to Huntingdonshire began on Friday, 1 September 1939. Around six thousand evacuees arrived from all parts of the capital: some four hundred from Islington, Holloway and other areas of North London ended up in and around Ramsey, while hundreds more arrived in Warboys, Tolbrook, Pidley, Offord, Ellington, Kimbolton and other villages. By 4 September, the morning after war was officially declared, the WVS began providing meals at the Corn Exchange in Huntingdon and on the following day 128 mothers and children were reported to be eating there. Palliasses were ready to be stuffed with straw, some emergency clothing was in stock and facilities were soon in place for those with special needs, such as the sick, young children – there was a ‘short-stay home for toddlers’ – and women who were pregnant or had just given birth. Empty houses were found ‘for mothers or children who could not be billeted in the ordinary way’ and, according to a write-up from mid-October 1939, ‘buyers have combed out second-hand shops for miles in search of furniture, or have laid in stocks of new goods before these disappeared from the market’. A social centre for evacuated mothers and children was quickly up and running in Huntingdon, and there and in the neighbouring town of St Ives bathing and laundry facilities were made available for the newcomers.4 There was a lot for the reception area to think about and act upon. The central WVS office in Huntingdon was kept busy trying to meet a wide range of demands, ‘from bedsteads, bedding, and layettes for mothers, to darts boards for nurses marooned in country loneliness at some improvised institution’. A social worker was hired to support young single women, including nurses, evacuated teachers, hostel staff and teenage schoolgirls away from home, and to arrange suitable recreations. Communal feeding centres for evacuees were opened in both Huntingdon and St Ives; such centres (and they cropped up in many other places) usually provided hot mid-day dinners and thereby avoided forcing ‘foster mothers’ and others accommodating strangers to take on additional cooking burdens themselves.

      On the whole, welcomes were said to be warm and overt mishaps thought to be minor, though no doubt much distress during these few weeks was unreported. One child fainted, but appeared to thrive under the attention of the ambulance crew, and one five-year-old boy was temporarily lost. Most small children were efficiently processed through the reception tent where they were registered, sometimes medically examined and given food – a bag of rations to take to their billets, which included a tin of corned beef, tins of sweetened and unsweetened milk, two packages of biscuits and even a quarter-pound of chocolate. Some children arrived not only without a parent, but with few words of English. Many of the English-speaking children, such as those evacuated to St Neots, were said (initially at least) to have been happy in their new surroundings – some played on the green – and acting as if they were on holiday. By Friday 8 September a Docklands Settlement Nursery School from Canning Town in London’s depressed East End had been relocated to unaccustomed splendour at Hinchingbrooke Castle, the home of the Earl and Countess of Sandwich, just outside Huntingdon. Seventy-two youngsters between two and five years of age were expected but not all had yet arrived because they were with their parents hop-picking in Kent, the Cockneys’ traditional late-summer break from smoky London.

      If Huntingdon’s initial reception of refugees and evacuees went relatively smoothly, as it apparently did, this was a result of some factors that went beyond solid planning, excellent logistics and abundant local support. One was an unusually enlightened anticipation of the emotional needs of youngsters suddenly wrenched from their parents and plumped down in a strange new environment. In early 1939 the WVS sponsored a series of meetings at several centres in the county, at which local foster mothers could discuss the difficulties that displaced children might encounter. They concluded that evacuated children were likely to need psychological support, and this led to a request to WVS headquarters for a woman psychologist to be assigned to Huntingdon – the county was, perhaps, unusual in requesting support from someone with such qualifications. Miss A. T. Alcock, a child psychologist who had worked at the Tavistock Clinic in London, was a well-known child guidance officer and offered her services to escort children to Huntingdon, but no funds were available. Her WVS supporters cabled friends in America for assistance and, as a result of their enthusiastic response, her expenses were paid for three months, along with a salary rather smaller than what she usually commanded. Writing about this programme, an unnamed author remarked that ‘a great many of these nervous children are very disturbed about their parents, who have remained in London. Miss Alcock knows them and she is the link with them. There are children who must have other treatment than that can be given by the ordinary health visitor, or by the general practitioner.’5 By February 1940 142 children in Huntingdonshire (almost all of them evacuees) had been referred for counselling by teachers, doctors and billeting officers because of ‘maladjustment’.6 These measures of practical psychological interventions were thought to have significantly eased the anxieties of children who were struggling to adjust. The possible emotional difficulties associated with evacuation, both for children and adults, were also anticipated in Cambridge in 1939 by those charged with planning for the reception of evacuees.7

      Almost all evacuated children and their mothers were bound to be anxious and upset, but those from radically different social backgrounds had even more to cope with. Jewish women from London’s East End were part of a distinct culture, which was inward-looking and intensely gregarious within their own communities. Evacuation must have been terribly disorienting for them, and Huntingdon tried to help by providing a residence specifically for Jewish women and children. East Lodge in Leighton was refitted for their use, and each family had its own bedroom. There was a communal dining room, a room set aside for the sick and a playroom that the children loved – it was said that with the help of donated toys supplied by the WVS the children ‘can hardly be kept out of it’. The Ministry of Health provided beds and new mattresses for all, while local efforts produced chairs and tables but too few chests or cupboards for storage. Without the latter, the writer of the reports said in January 1941, it was ‘difficult to encourage higher standards of tidiness among the evacuees’.8

      East Lodge looked drab and was far from cheering, but what was worse was the isolation. Women who were accustomed to a companionable if sometimes fractious cheek-by-jowl life were lodged in a re-purposed farmhouse two miles from the nearest bus stop and ten miles from Huntingdon, itself a fairly small town. To counteract this isolation a little, the WVS arranged lectures to which local villagers were also invited and also a weekly visit to Huntingdon. The library lent some welcome books but the new residents felt the ‘urgent need of a wireless’. An evacuated London County Council teacher came over twice weekly to offer advice. The weekly visits to Huntingdon were greatly appreciated by the mothers who could, as a result, eat cheaply at the WVS canteen and gossip there with other evacuees. At the end of the year Lady Sandwich funded a Christmas tree, presents and a party – not perhaps, to later eyes, entirely culturally appropriate, but a welcome distraction no doubt. (A Communal Feeding Centre in St Ives carefully provided Kosher meals.9)

      These were months of major upheaval in people’s lives. Tensions, fatigue, worry, frayed nerves, suspicions, misunderstandings, the prejudices of social class: all these were, to a degree, inevitable. To be suddenly accommodated in a hostel – an uncommon experience for almost anyone – was bound to be a strain. For a woman with a pre-school child to be billeted in a stranger’s home was sure to be a hit and miss experience, with many misses inescapable. Personal habits and accustomed ways of doing things were difficult if not impossible to maintain when women no longer controlled their own houses. Sharing a kitchen was unlikely to induce social harmony. A strange residence might make for problems sleeping. For those who expected privacy to be observed and respected, there were certain to be irritations. It was the rule in late 1939 and 1940 for people to be thrown into the company, like it or not, of strangers, some of whom were bound to displease. Evacuation was certain to require many efforts to make the best of an unwelcome situation.

      One is surprised, not by failures and missteps in these weeks and months of national crisis, but by the successes and flexibility of approach. There is much evidence of conscientious efforts to adapt. For example, after more than a year’s experience the East Lodge hostel’s manager/warden concluded her report in January 1941: ‘So we are really settling down, with some ups and downs, chafing a little under the strain of our partial isolation and at times getting quite angry at each other. But I think on both sides, evacuees and warden alike, there exists an ample tolerance for each other’s shortcomings and a growing spirit of comradeship.’10 At least a few households were actually invigorated by the presence of evacuees. In Worcester in July 1940 a Mass Observer* reported on a visit to a WVS sewing meeting where she heard a widow of about sixty say that ‘she had been very lucky in getting a nice family to share her house. There is one little girl. They all get on very well and she is not now so lonely. The mother was making a blackberry and apple pudding this morning, and was most particular that she should go back to have it with them.’11

       

      Surrey was also a county active and generally well organised in planning for evacuees, though there were major variations among the fifteen local councils. In a number of districts the WVS joined forces with other, more established women’s organisations, notably the Women’s Institute and the Girl Guides. Some local authorities planned to rely heavily on volunteer workers, others only to a limited extent. In three areas, it was said, ‘the Clerks to the Council handed over very large responsibilities to the WVS’; one of these was Woking, where they were asked to take charge ‘of the children after their dispersal at railhead to the schools to be used as clearing stations during their probable three days’ stay there. The WVS was arranging for canteens at railheads; provision of equipment and bedding in the schools; care of children in the clearing stations in conjunction with the school-teachers; cooking and canteens at the clearing stations; transport and guides to billets from the schools. In addition the Women’s Institutes were prepared to open three crèches for children under five.’ In Haslemere the WVS was tasked with organising the accommodation of six hundred children in uninhabited houses, and in the Guildford Rural District the WVS ‘were asked to undertake the entire responsibility of the evacuated children during their probably two days’ stay in schools and public buildings. The WVS was prepared to deal with feeding, sanitation and equipment in these clearing stations. In addition the WVS found 253 people willing to take in and care for babies under five.’ In each village in this district the billeting officers were expecting to call on WVS representatives for help if necessary. Some councils showed considerable foresight in their planning to receive evacuees, others, such as in Walton and Weybridge, not nearly enough.12

      Tens of thousands of evacuees were to be received in Surrey: at the beginning of the first weekend of September 1939, more than three thousand mothers and children were evacuated from London to Dorking with an efficiency that the local press said ‘had gone wonderfully well under the circumstances’ and with a ‘smoothness that was thrilling’; an eyewitness likened it to ‘the wheels of a well-oiled machine’. Soon enough, though, these wheels began to wobble. On a Saturday afternoon in September a trainload of mothers and children arrived for whom billeting arrangements were inadequate. The next day, with the arrival of two more trainloads, tensions escalated. Mothers with young children – two, three, or even four of them – understandably did not want to be separated from their children, but billets for more than two individuals were hard to find, even when billeting was, on occasion, made compulsory. Such failures were not for want of trying. ‘Working under Mrs Lindsay’s leadership,’ the newspaper reported, ‘members of the Women’s Voluntary Services did their noble work magnificently’, working long hours and frequently with little food and scarcely any sleep.13

      Successes, then, were mixed with failures. While many parts of Surrey were well prepared for evacuees, inevitably there was some slippage between the supply of and the demand for suitable accommodation. The surveys of available billets in some places were probably incomplete and thus space was under-utilised; some parishes received fewer children than they had prepared for, others more. Helen Lloyd, the head of the WVS in the Guildford Rural District, reported in November 1939 that the total number of people evacuated to her area fell short of what had been expected but that some villages received more than their planned quota because of the desire to keep school classes together. As in Dorking, it was evacuated mothers who proved to be the most ‘irksome’ to house, ‘many of whom were quite unsuited for private billets. A large proportion of the poorer mothers have returned to London, being unable to afford the expense of keeping up two homes. The remainder are now happily settled.’ Each village had a billeting committee made up of three WVS members, the billeting officer, the local head teacher and the London head teacher, as well as the health visitor or district nurse. Two representatives from the WVS Centre would attend all meetings and acted as a liaison between the committee and the District Council. The system worked reasonably well: ‘A very considerate attitude has been shown by the Billeting Officers and if difficult circumstances have arisen the householders have been relieved of their evacuees. In consequence the spirit in which the District has adopted the Evacuation Scheme has been excellent.’14

       

      The WVS, the Home Office and the local authorities were trying their best to anticipate, at a time of national emergency, the needs of the nation’s youngest members. At the outbreak of war some 765,000 children had been evacuated in school groups, plus 426,000 mothers and their (usually) pre-school children.15 These were big numbers, and without the WVS the welfare implications would have been grim for no other organisation had enough people to do all the jobs that manifestly needed to be done. As it was, there was a great deal to think about: education, contagious diseases and other illnesses (impetigo was a common problem), sanitation and hygiene, recreation, companionship, emotional breakdown, the tensions resulting from children being separated from their parents. Houses were – or were expected to be – visited regularly to check on the evacuees’ welfare, and the WVS did some of this inspecting. After-school games were organised for children; a few nursery schools were started for pre-school children; and maternity hostels were established.

      Of course there were blunders. Communications among those in charge were not always up to the mark, and Helen Lloyd was especially critical of the efforts of the London County Council: ‘The neglect by the LCC of all matters concerning the health of the school-children after their evacuation is a cause of constant complaint amongst the London school teachers’. She also claimed that ‘the LCC has maintained a consistently negative attitude when asked for help or advice in difficult cases, especially in regard to the treatment of mental defectives and blind persons of difficult temperament unsuitable for private billets’. She was particularly concerned that the London children’s medical records had not come with them. ‘This ignorance about the children’s medical history continuously hampers the care of their health. A child loses his spectacles, but he cannot obtain another pair without a visit to the oculist as the prescription is on his medical card; talk is heard of children receiving sun ray and other treatment, but the reason for this is not known, while even past tubercular cases have not been notified.’

      There was almost no end of practical issues of welfare to manage. Adequate footwear for children would prove to be a chronic headache: by November 1939 Helen Lloyd had already noted that ‘the provision of boots for children whose parents cannot or will not pay is still an insoluble problem’. By contrast, in Rickmansworth, Hertfordshire, the WVS was already running a boot-repairing service, and it also collected furniture and blankets for evacuees.16

      Finding a bed for the night was one thing; finding ways to spend the day while far from home was quite another, especially for adults. While hostels for evacuees tended to be all-inclusive or nearly so, the mothers and children billeted in private houses needed other facilities, for they could not be expected to spend almost all their time under the roofs of their hosts, some of whose houses were small or at least not well suited for putting up permanent guests. (Large houses had often been earmarked for public purposes, such as hospitals, nurseries and hostels for children with special needs, or they had been commandeered by the military.) The evacuees needed places to go to, unless they were to tramp the streets – this was obviously undesirable – and thus the importance of clubrooms and other recreational centres, where evacuees could chat and knit and have a cup of tea in the company of others in similar circumstances.

      The WVS was active in setting up such facilities in later 1939. In Dorking a social centre was open to all evacuated mothers and their children every weekday for most of the daylight hours;17 it was said in December that a meeting room for evacuees in Littlehampton, West Sussex, where friends met and teachers could speak with the parents of their students, was developing ‘more and more into a play centre for these children and the young schoolchildren’; social centres for evacuees in different parts of Portslade, East Sussex were provided with magazines, toys, a gramophone and records; and such clubs and recreation rooms were opened in at least four towns in Bedfordshire. In Bedford the centre was in the Corn Exchange and included a canteen, nursery, playroom and clothing depot; in Leighton Buzzard the centre for evacuees was in the temperance hall, where the WVS dealt so effectively with billeting complaints that the official appeals tribunal did not have to meet.18 At Fairford, Gloucestershire, there was ‘a club where mothers can spend the whole day, with a children’s playroom, bathroom and facilities for laundry work’.19 Other local authorities took steps to make baths and showers more readily available to the visitors. This was of no little importance since many of the private houses in which evacuees were billeted had manifestly inadequate bathroom facilities.

      These social facilities were also aimed to ease the pressures on householders who were billeting evacuees, and to protect them from having further guests forced upon them in the treasured hours of the weekends. In Leighton Buzzard the WVS opened a centre to receive the relatives of evacuees on Sundays. ‘The idea’, it was said in October 1939, ‘is to relieve the householders to some extent. Instead of having to have numerous relatives in their homes on Sundays we are endeavouring to get them to come to this centre with their evacuated children, etc. Refreshments are provided.’ Similar provisions were being offered in Hailsham, East Sussex by the following month, in parts of Surrey and at Rickmansworth, Hertfordshire, which was not far from central London and where slightly more than 1400 evacuees remained in October 1939. In regions more remote from London, such as parts of Wiltshire, the WVS sometimes met the Sunday excursion trains that brought in evacuees’ visiting relatives, and arrange for their local transport. In Dorking a Toc H hut – Toc H was geared mainly to providing club-like facilities for members of the Forces – was open on Sunday afternoons ‘for evacuees and their friends’.20 One village near Guildford ‘opened a monthly Sunday canteen in an endeavour to limit the parents’ visits to once a month’. (In the villages around Guildford many of the social activities were actually organised by the Women’s Institutes and the Girl Guides, whose help was duly acknowledged by the WVS.)21

      Some of these practical initiatives were also an acknowledgement of the social disconnectedness that evacuees, marooned to some degree among strangers, were prone to feel. While the sexual implications of women being separated from their husbands were hardly ever mentioned explicitly, the WVS Bulletin for December 1939 included one sentence indicating that the issue was not completely ignored: ‘There is news from Kent of a “honeymoon house” where fathers from the city and evacuated mothers can meet at the weekends.’

      Schooling was another vital need, though the lion’s share of this work was usually done by teachers and education authorities. Still, the WVS was active in giving support to these educators, including the assistance of volunteer ‘helpers’. The results were mixed. According to Helen Lloyd in the Guildford Rural District, ‘In some villages the teachers and helpers have been excellent in every way but in others the teachers have refused to do anything but teach and the helpers have given little or no help. The helpers in several case were not wisely chosen, some being the wives of school teachers and others the mothers of large families.’ She thought that ‘some of the difficulties would have been avoided if the instructions issued by the LCC to the teachers had corresponded with those given to the receiving authorities. It was an unpleasant revelation to the teachers to learn that the official helpers were intended primarily to help the householders rather than the schools and that they should be under the instructions of the local authorities.’ Another ‘urgent problem’ she wanted to mention

      
         

        is the payment of bus fares for children billeted in scattered villages. There are several infant schools evacuated to the District, and the children under five require assistance in bad weather in getting to school, while even the older children find the walking of perhaps three or four miles a day a hardship. No help is received from the educational authorities unless the children have to travel over two miles by bus. At present the children’s fares are being paid by the foster parents or the school teachers out of their own pockets.22

      

      Here was one of many issues on which rules, as officially proclaimed, needed to be bent or broken in order to minimise hardship.

      While Huntingdonshire’s employment of a child psychologist was rare, the importance of keeping evacuated children as happy and secure as possible was widely recognised. It was common for WVS visitors to oversee the well-being of billeted children. ‘The weekly welfare visiting scheme continues to work very well,’ Bath reported in June 1940, ‘and is a help to billeters as well as a safeguard for the children.’ Almost all localities with evacuated children in 1939 put a lot of energy into laying on traditional Christmas celebrations, including seasonal treats, decorated trees, a Santa Claus, parties that featured a conjuror, pantomimes, the distribution of toys and the like; and there are numerous accounts from late 1939 that take pains to describe what was planned throughout a particular district to do the right thing by these children at Christmas. One senses from these reports that local people, supported by the WVS, were working hard to treat evacuated children as their own. Sometimes questions did arise as to who would foot the bill for these festivities and whether billeted children might be a nuisance over the holiday – but not, apparently, in the Guildford Rural District, where ‘the official suggestion that householders may wish to be relieved of the evacuees at Christmas has been received in most places with considerable indignation’.23

      In November 1939 the WVS in Cromer and the Erpingham Rural District of Norfolk was ‘arranging a rota of WVS members to take the children out for walks at weekends, playing with them in the winter evenings between tea and dinner, and otherwise look after their welfare’; and just after Christmas one of the cinemas in Cromer put on two free performances for all the children in the area, both permanent residents and evacuees. ‘WVS helpers attended and superintended the seating. It was a very snowy day, so a bus was chartered to convey the smaller evacuee children back to their billets after each performance.’24 Play centres were set up in some parishes; toys, new or second-hand and some of them hand-made, were given to the children; and some branches organised out-of-school sports and games or learning activities. Near Huntingdon a neglected plot of land had been donated by the County Council for cultivation by the WVS, partly to supply produce that could be used in canteens, and it was thought to have potential appeal to children as well. ‘The scheme would also combine possibilities for giving evacuated children instruction in gardening, and it is hoped that other places in the County will adopt it.’25

      No doubt each reception area did things somewhat differently, and with varying degrees of success. The WVS in Worcester summed up its work in a report written in February 1940, a half-year after evacuation began. It recalled how its members ‘were at once asked to assist the local education authority by making 900 palliasse covers to be filled with straw to supplement the mattresses already available. Owing to the magnificent response to this call, it was possible by relays of work parties at the Guildhall to complete the work in time for the children’s arrival. The Director of Education also asked for help in collecting blankets, beds and bedding, and the WVS were glad to be able to collect 147 of such articles, either as gifts or loans, within 24 hours.’ While the need for such services had diminished by February, ‘there are many still nobly receiving evacuees in their own homes, and giving them a happy and healthy new life’. Saturday clubs had been set up for some of the children and it was said that ‘the venture is still running very happily, although now so many Birmingham children have returned home there are more of our children in the clubs than there are evacuees’. Early in their stay in Worcester the evacuees had been taken on outings to the countryside, where they picked blackberries and ‘climbed to the top of the Beacon. Some of the children had never seen the country; most had never been in a motor car; and one small boy said he “had seen apples in the shop, but never seen them growing on a tree”.’ The WVS supplied these Birmingham children with clothes as needed and at Christmas collected toys for the 391 children who did not return home for Christmas.

      Many WVS activities were responses to local facts on the ground and to needs identified as a result of practical experience. Thus one finds certain communities in reception areas doing things that might well have been done nowhere or almost nowhere else. On 31 January 1940 it was reported from Aldeburgh, Suffolk, that ‘Two voluntary helpers from Dagenham, professional tailoresses, have moved here from Framlingham where they have been working. Have come for a month to start a workroom and instruct local workers to carry on making children’s clothing for evacuees and Aldeburgh children and surplus for county evacuees.’ Parcels of clothes and material arrived in Deal, Kent, in December, a gift from the Imperial Order of the Daughters of the Empire in Canada, and the WVS arranged for members of the Girl Guides to make underwear from this material for later distribution. (Inadequate underclothing became even more of a problem in later years.) Then there were the distinctive needs of individuals who might require greater-than-usual support. In Horsham, West Sussex, in November 1939 a WVS member accompanied an expectant mother on a hospital visit to Brighton ‘as the woman was too nervous to travel by train alone’, and in April 1940, according to the Centre Organiser in East Central Essex (Chelmsford), ‘WVS helpers have assisted the Borough Billeting Officer in transporting an evacuee child to the hospital several times a week for special treatment, and we have been asked to find helpers to take this child out in her invalid chair’. Humanitarian acts of this kind were obviously important, and had the WVS not existed they might not have happened, or they would have happened more randomly.

       

      While the tone of the WVS reports on evacuations in late 1939 and early 1940 was generally upbeat, even self-congratulatory, stressful realities did not go unnoticed. ‘The difficult time for billets is now beginning’, wrote the WVS Centre Organiser in Ely on 30 November 1939. ‘Ely is a small place of 7 to 8,000 people. No big industry, and so the major part of us are middle to old aged, and we find the continual strain of children very wearing to nerves and bodily strength. Also the 8s 6d* does not leave anything to wear and tear of furniture – and we have over 900 children and teachers.’ She foresaw ‘a trying time’ at Christmas, as ‘Householders want to “visit Mother” or “have children home”. In either case the evacuee is a marplot.’ A retrospective account of work in Region 7 of the WVS, essentially the counties around Bristol and south-west of it, which was apparently composed in 1944, recalled some of the strains associated with evacuation in 1939:

      
         

        evacuees poured into the Region in no sort of order [and] in conditions of cleanliness, sobriety and discipline which upset the cleanly homes and God-fearing duty-doing lives of the people of the South West. The services given by WVS in cleaning heads [of lice], clothing children, organising socials, giving parties, forming clubs, lending furniture, providing blankets, and administering soothing syrup to outraged householders should be emblazoned in letters of gold on everlasting tablets.26

      

      In the countryside around Barrow-in-Furness, fifty-year-old Nella Last, already an active worker at her local WVS Centre and one of the great diarists of the mid-twentieth century, ‘noticed a lot of sacrifice on people’s part since they had evacuated children’ – she was writing on Sunday, 15 October 1939, so only a few weeks after evacuations had taken place:

      When two children of different families were lodged in a cottage, Sunday often brought as many as eight or ten grown-ups ‘out for the day’ to see them. They rarely brought food, and asked for a ‘cup of tea’ which meant at the very least biscuits as well and on Monday the villagers were left with a dirty house to clean – on wash day – and their pantry depleted. There were exceptions but in the main it was the thoughtlessness of the visitors, coupled with the fact they could always call at the pub before they left, that rankled! 

      Such small but galling annoyances and inconveniences must have been commonplace. There were, as well, complaints from reception areas that visits by mothers to their evacuated children were often disruptive rather than reassuring and undermined the children’s inclination to settle in their new surroundings.

       

      The arrival of perhaps dozens of children in small communities was frequently unsettling. Some villages in the 1930s were known to be suspicious of outsiders; and strange young lads from the rough parts of a city, some with accents disagreeable to local ears and looking and perhaps acting like ruffians, were liable to get a frosty welcome. In Wylye and Nadder Valleys, a rural area west of Salisbury, a village hall was at first used to house ‘fourteen difficult boys – WVS arranging it all’, according to the Centre Organiser in January 1940. When the village hall proved unsuitable other accommodation was sought by the WVS, and a house in Bishopstone was requisitioned by the clerk of the Rural District Council. ‘There are now 26 difficult boys safely housed under the care of officials from Portsmouth and the cottages are relieved of a burden that had become really too much for their limited resources.’

      What was considered ‘difficult’ about these particular boys was not specified, but there is no doubt that one of the most pervasive problems, and a nightmare for some households with evacuees, was bed-wetting. This was a very common problem, which was often remarked on; the WVS and other bodies published pamphlets with advice on how to deal with it. One can readily sympathise with the unhappiness of all parties, the afflicted children, many of whom had rarely if ever before travelled outside their own neighbourhoods, and the inconvenienced adults. One should also recall that, since many homes in the 1930s had only primitive laundry facilities, soiled bed sheets (not to mention mattresses) were a significant additional burden for evacuee-accommodating homemakers, many of whom were already over-stretched. There must have been many scenes of adult anger and children’s tears when urine-soaked bed linen was discovered. The psychologist Miss A. T. Alcock, Child Guidance Officer in Huntingdonshire, thought there was clearly a connection between enuresis and anxiety that was rooted, at least in part, in a child’s separation from its mother. By contrast, a medical observer and investigator in Brighton concluded that bed-wetting was a social habit rooted in parental negligence and indifference and a ‘low social standard’, and that evacuees with this problem had mostly brought it with them from poor parts of London. ‘In dealing with these evacuees’, he claimed, ‘the fact that they seem to be quite comfortable and happy even though they are lying in sopping beds has been very noticeable. Equally noticeable has been the absence of any sense of shame in a large proportion of them.’27 (His was a portrait strongly conceived of in terms of respectability, or rather the alleged lack of it among the poor.) A different perspective is revealed in a much later recollection by a man who had been unhappily evacuated to Herefordshire at the age of seven: observing that bed-wetters tended to get sent home, he duly offended – or at least this is how he remembered what had happened. ‘I managed to be sent home by Christmas. It was rather uncomfortable but it worked.’28

      Helen Lloyd, the assiduous WVS Centre Organiser in the Guildford Rural District, saw bed-wetting as no small matter. ‘Enuresis has been my care and problem since the beginning of the war’, she wrote in a notebook dating from around 1940 that described her work with evacuees (it is not certain that these words were composed before German bombing, but they probably were).

      
         

        It has caused quarrels, discussions and ill-temper; it has wrecked the peace of mind of nearly every household in the country – in fact it has caused more harm to England than anything yet accomplished by the enemy. It is only within the last few days that I have learnt the medical name for this complaint. Enuresis in plain English is bed-wetting! It’s queer, isn’t it, that this unpleasing childish habit which is associated in my mind with dimly remembered incidents of nursery days should have shaken Government departments to their depths?

      

      All sorts of experts were offering opinions:

      
         

        Everyone has a different solution to the problem. There is the No Drinking School, the Over Drinking School, and the Fear of Darkness School that pins its faith to a night light in the bedroom. There is the Cure by Psychology and the Cure by Suggestion, and I have even heard of a Local Authority that has called in a Spiritualist to its aid. On one thing all these pundits are agreed – the complaint must be taken naturally and on no account should the children be corrected.

      

      The WVS in Littlehampton reported in December 1939 that non-punitive techniques – ‘a system of cheerfulness and firmness, plus rewards’ – were being used with success, while Nella Last noted on 4 November 1939 that evacuated children in a village north of Barrow-in-Furness were ‘dosed with herb tea to cure bed wetting, and turned out to run wild over sands and woods, and in most cases the treatment worked!’ Helen Lloyd’s own view – and her two-page account does have a slight air of deliberate hyperbole – was that ‘all that is needed is a legion of old-fashioned nannies who love the children dearly but who stand no nonsense from their charges’.

      Dedicated facilities were provided in some places for troubled evacuees. A hostel near Guildford had been opened with special responsibility for the care of these children.29 Dunstable reported in April 1940 that it had a ‘hostel for unruly children and enuretics’, which then housed six boys and one girl. Occasionally one reads of change for the better. A report from the Erpingham Rural District and Cromer Urban District in Norfolk at the end of 1939 stated that ‘bed-wetting is almost a thing of the past, and we have satisfactory reports of increased cleanliness’.30 A residential home for ‘difficult’ children (around half suffered from enuresis, half from other emotional disorders) in Godmanchester, Huntingdonshire took in twenty children and worked hard to integrate them into the community and help them adjust to their new surroundings.31 It was claimed that many of the children made significant progress and that ‘the whole atmosphere of the Home is extraordinarily happy, the children becoming more and more engaged in constructive activities in the house and garden’.32 In February 1940 the WVS in Ely had a ‘lodge for bed-wetters and children whose hosts are ill, with an average of 10–12 inmates. It is a very happy home and children do not wish to leave. A fire escape has been put in and chess is played down to five years old.’ 

      Of course, it is impossible to judge claims about the ‘happiness’ of the evacuees in particular facilities, for individual experiences must have been varied enormously. But it is clear that in many places the WVS was trying hard to buffer children from the serious disruptions to their lives that war was forcing on them. And the WVS on this and other issues concerning evacuation was hardly ever acting alone: it was almost always partnered with at least one other agency, sometimes another voluntary organisation, and almost always an arm of the local council. In some counties, such as Huntingdonshire and Surrey, the WVS played a leading role, in others it was much less visible – and might even have felt under-valued by condescending local authorities.

       

      It is hardly surprising that some country communities felt inundated and struggled to adapt to the presence of dozens, perhaps hundreds, of visitors in their midst – and, they might well wonder, visitors for how long? In some places, where the very poor were billeted on those who were only a little better off, everyday life must have been very strained. In November, in the Hailsham district of East Sussex, it was observed that the evacuees billeted in one village, Ninfield, ‘seem to be very poverty-stricken’ and were expected to benefit from assistance coming from others in the county – clothing for the children and ‘a layette for two evacuated expectant mothers’ were specifically mentioned – ‘particularly as the village has no very well-to-do residents’. Individual freedoms and habits of privacy were taking something of a beating. There were no precedents for mass billeting. Trial and error were bound to loom large, and the approaches to evacuation were in some places less successful, or faced more resistance, than in others.33 We do not really know how frequent disputes were – most would have been disclosed only in conversations that were never documented – but we do know that members of the WVS were frequently involved in efforts to resolve them, to broaden choices and to calm dissension. Certainly a great deal of diplomacy was required, as WVS leaders discovered in the course of confronting practical problems and addressing individual grievances in their own localities.

      The need for tact was already recognised prior to actual evacuation. In Surrey in 1939 some of the local WVS leaders were advising that when ‘children were to be billeted in private houses, a full explanation must be given to the householders as to whether or not the children would receive Government rations. Summary written orders to the householders compelling them to take in children without explanation or instruction is not sufficient.’34 Appeals that were couched in the language of explanation and sympathetic understanding were more likely to succeed than coercive demands. Later, when tensions arose between householders and their evacuees, it was acknowledged that showing sensitivity to both sides was of the first importance. It was said that in Huntingdonshire, while a change of billet was sometimes desirable,

      
         

        often it is possible by advice and sympathy to overcome these difficulties sufficiently to enable the child to remain happily in the same billet. Not infrequently it is found that householders and children are in desperate antagonism because neither feels that their point of view has been considered. If, on the other hand, both have a sense that their troubles are being treated with sympathy, and if they have an opportunity of unburdening their souls to some outside person, it is surprising how often these difficulties disappear.35

      

      The mediators in these circumstances were often members of the WVS.

      There were sure to be a few bad apples on both sides, though ‘badness’ could hardly be objectively established. The great majority of evacuees were probably reasonably cooperative and orderly. The WVS Centre Organiser for Cromer and the nearby Norfolk villages spoke well of her child evacuees, many of whom came from Dagenham, whom she did not consider an ‘undesirable presence’ in the countryside, and she emphasised the warm relations between them and their ‘foster parents’. There were regrets all round, she claimed – she took the trouble to make this point in a letter to The Times – when the children had to leave Norfolk in early June 1940 (by that time coastal regions had been classified as restricted defence areas and were considered unsafe for children).36 Similar positive feelings were reported at the end of 1939 from rural – more than the urban – districts in Caernarvonshire: ‘The children adapt themselves very quickly to country life, and enjoy it, and all the residents in the villages seem to take a pride and genuine interest in all the children billeted in the village.’37 There are many other reports from late 1939 and the first half of 1940 of the strong bonds formed between evacuees and their foster parents, not to mention the children’s improved health and nutrition, which was unsurprising given the often dismal conditions in the inner cities. What we hear little of is how these children felt. Evacuation was bound to be hit-and-miss for children, but the WVS must at least have helped to soften the blows of a harsh and disruptive reality.

      Naturally some evacuees, given the huge numbers of them in 1939–40, were bound to be headaches for their hosts. And of course irritating and over-demanding or truculent people got noticed and were probably more likely to be written about than the compliant sorts. WVS reports occasionally included details on difficult people, and their tone of displeasure was usually unconcealed. In November 1939 it was reported that, while the women’s hostel in Ely was very useful, ‘One inmate nearly set it alight the other day, in consequence of which she is said to propose to return to London. It is not proposed to put any insuperable difficulties in her way, as she is not a persona grata and her room is wanted for someone else.’ In Little Langford, Wiltshire (Wylye and Nadder Valleys), the WVS Centre Organiser noted in January 1940 that ‘after some difficult cases (very dirty and ill-behaved mothers and young children) had returned to their homes and the joys of city slum life, a very nice London mother with three children are happy and well at a pleasant farm house’.

      Evacuees and those trying to help them sometimes had very different perspectives on the crisis at hand. An account from around early 1940 found in a mainly WVS scrapbook from Dorking testifies to one volunteer’s frustration – ‘Episode’ was the title of her page. She cited three evacuees, one of whom ‘was peculiarly aggressive, wanting everything she couldn’t have, and being upheld by her husband who threatened us with dire penalties. Luckily she went back quite soon.’ As for the other two,

      
         

        Leonard [her surname] was brought in from the rural [district] plus tons of luggage, followed later by Gurney, who had decided that Yeovil was too far from ‘home sweet home’. Each arrived with small child in tow and were loaned a small house where they promptly proceeded to cause as much trouble as possible, finishing up by setting light to a door. They were then offered other accommodation but the call of the wild was once again their undoing and back home they went to everyone’s relief.38

      

      Such evacuees were clearly regarded as fish out of water by those well-bred ladies who had been called on to act both as their protectors and hostesses.

      While the thinking of the evacuees was rarely thoughtfully recorded, a few WVS observers – and most of the leaders were women of privilege – did display some sympathetic insight into the attitudes of the unprivileged. Two or three little boys evacuated to Cromer ‘were found to be stealing from the shops. These children come from a very poor district where pilfering appears to be a recognised temptation.’ According to the Centre Organiser who wrote this report for March/April 1940, ‘the worst offender, who had stolen articles he could not possibly have wanted, confessed to me after a somewhat lengthy cross examination that he “did it for the fun”. He then with increasing delight explained the whole procedure of this particular form of stealing, which evidently provided an outlet for the spirit of skill and adventure.’ There must as well have been a lot of worry and soul-searching and some heart-breaking incidents for those working-class parents who, with mixed feelings and no little guilt, had permitted their children to be sent away and housed with strangers. On Sunday, 31 January 1940 some parents arrived by train in Bath to visit their evacuated children, but upon arriving there ‘the weather was too bad for some of them to travel on to see the children’ – one can imagine their disappointment – and about fifty parents were offered temporary sustenance by the WVS in an ‘emergency canteen’. This was presumably a day of much despondency.

       

      Despite official counsel, many evacuees soon returned home. As early as the fourth week of October it was said that only thirty-seven evacuees remained in Doddington, Cambridgeshire of the 146 who had originally been sent there; earlier in the month about three-quarters of the 554 mothers and young children who had been evacuated from London to the Wisbech Rural District had already left.39 Only 36 per cent of the schoolchildren evacuated to Staffordshire remained there in February 1940; less than a third of the children from Newcastle and South Shields evacuated to Westmorland were still there at the beginning of April.40 In Scotland the return to their homes by evacuees was probably even more pronounced than in England.41 Some 1,300,000 children and adults – almost all of the latter women, including the teachers – had been evacuated in September 1939; at least 60 per cent of them were back at home by the following January, and more still by the spring of 1940, when there were probably at most about 350,000 child evacuees left in all receiving areas. (Private evacuations and self-evacuations were in addition to these official evacuations, and had been somewhat more numerous.)42 Nella Last wrote on 4 November 1939 of the many evacuated women who had already returned home – and she sympathised with their decision: ‘I could never have stayed in country and let my husband come home from work to a cold house and know he had to make his own meals.’

      From the evacuees’ perspective or that of the parents of evacuated children, why not return home? Why not reunite the family? Women were, as Mrs Last suggested, sometimes concerned about their husbands still at home and struggling to function as homemakers, a role with many time-consuming responsibilities that hard-working labouring men had never been expected to perform. Why continue to endure the pain of separation? What was the risk? No bombs had been dropped on civilians. Since the alarming predictions of destruction from the air had not been fulfilled, the whole point of evacuation was being called into question. As Nella Last noted on 19 December 1939:

      
         

        I was talking to a clergyman from Dalton, a small town five miles out of Barrow, and he says that most of the hundreds of evacuated children are going or have already gone back to Salford and Manchester. They are ‘gone for Xmas’ but as he said old ties and associates would pull for them staying at home and he deplored the strength of a Government who could carry out such a stupendous scheme and the weakness that could not sustain it. If this ‘going home for Xmas’ is general it will mean the complete breakdown of the whole evacuation scheme.

      

      About a month later she was told that of the approximately forty evacuated children in Greenodd, north-east of Ulverston, who had gone away before Christmas, only six had come back. WVS Narrative Reports from Staffordshire in March/April 1940 indicated that in many reception areas at least 80 per cent of the child evacuees had returned home. Evacuated mothers were even more likely to be gone by then.

      By early 1940 all the vexations and disruptions of evacuation seemed to many people, especially the families immediately concerned, to be unnecessary and unwarranted. It was commonplace to speak of the ‘phoney war’. Most people were more concerned with the brutally cold winter. Whatever sense of urgency there had been in September 1939 was fading fast or had even, for some people, largely gone. The children were missed at home, sometimes for very practical reasons since the older ones might well have performed useful tasks such as child-minding or earned a little money in a casual trade. Moreover, what mother would want her children to be raised by strangers, whatever these strangers’ merits or material means, unless this was truly essential? By the early spring of 1940 members of the WVS were finding a much diminished demand for their services, at least with respect to evacuees. It was commonly felt that time and energy had been wasted.

      But then came big changes. From May 1940, even perhaps from the previous month when Norway was invaded, war ceased to feel in any way phoney. Threats that had long been proclaimed by the experts began to seem very real indeed and a feeling of emergency returned as the war came much closer to home. The Netherlands and Belgium fell to Germany’s military might. One Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, was forced from office and his successor, Winston Churchill, spoke eloquently of the perils on the nation’s doorstep. France seemed to be on the brink of collapse. At the end of May, with the retreat from Dunkirk underway, Lady Reading sent a letter, a virtual call to arms, to all WVS County Organisers in which she did not minimise the challenges ahead. ‘The steadfast pursuance of our work with all the additional calls that may come to us and all the new undertakings we may be asked to perform will strain every nerve and all your strength.’ Women were now called upon to do work that was manifestly of national importance: ‘I believe that never before in history have a group of individual women in one service been called upon to play so great a part, and upon us and the way we carry through this task which we have shouldered may depend what future generations think of our traditions and beliefs, of the inheritance that has been handed on to us through countless generations.’ She went on to use words that she highlighted with literal underlining: ‘It may well be that on the measure of calm shown in your district, on the strength of the background to life you can provide, might depend the local resistance to attack, the local domination of the situation.’43

      These were undoubtedly stirring words. They were words in the same spirit of those of the new Prime Minister. They called for ‘courage and resolution’, and they conveyed a robust sense that women had the power to decide and act, often independently and without direction from outside, in the public interest. Leadership was to be exercised by women. Service, at all levels, was to be efficiently and thoughtfully performed. The following chapters show how and with what effect these newly assigned responsibilities were carried out and what they reveal about British society during the extraordinary upheavals and hardships of the next five years.
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