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Preface

A hard, jagged lump of metal has been sitting on the bookshelf in our study for over a decade. It’s a piece of shrapnel from the Second World War – an ugly, spiky little thing that can nick your finger if you’re not careful. But to a young lad called Henry, who discovered it in 1940, still warm from an air raid during the London Blitz, it was a piece of treasure.

Henry gave us this little chunk of history back in 2011, while we were researching our first book, The Sugar Girls. We had come to hear stories about the Tate & Lyle factories in East London, but as so often happens during our interviews, reminiscing about the past took Henry all the way back to his childhood. Soon he was telling us about growing up in the East End amidst air-raid sirens and falling bombs, and as he handed us the unremarkable scrap of metal and described the excitement he had felt at finding it in the rubble, his eyes lit up like a little boy again.

A year or so ago, when we were looking for our next project, Henry’s piece of shrapnel caught our eye. We remembered his story, and decided we wanted to find out more about all the children who had lived through such an extraordinary time. It also reminded us that it was when people talked about their childhoods that they smiled the most, talked the most, remembered the most – even though those memories went back the furthest. Having written several books about grown-ups’ experiences during the war, we wanted to tell the story through the eyes of children.

With the eightieth anniversary of VE Day approaching in May 2025, the project felt even more pressing. For most ‘Blitz Kids’, this will be the last major anniversary they live to see. Their generation is rapidly passing, and we knew this was our last chance to capture their stories.

Children are often forgotten at moments of commemoration, when the achievements and sacrifices of adults take centre stage. Yet there were more than 10 million children living in this country at the start of the war, and they form an important part of the history of homefront Britain.

It was something the king himself recognised at the time. One of our interviewees proudly showed us a letter George VI had sent to every schoolchild in Britain in 1946, thanking them for the role they had played in the war effort:


To-day, as we celebrate victory, I send this personal message to you and all other boys and girls at school. For you have shared in the hardships and dangers of a total war and you have shared no less in the triumph of the Allied Nations.

I know you will always feel proud to belong to a country which was capable of such supreme effort; proud too, of parents and elder brothers and sisters who by their courage, endurance and enterprise brought victory. May these qualities be yours as you grow up and join in the common effort to establish among the nations of the world unity and peace.



For decades, the abiding image of children during the Second World War has been a little boy or girl with a name tag around their neck, carrying their gas mask in a cardboard box as they step on to a steam train that will take them away to safety in the countryside. But the evacuee experience is only part of the wartime story. While we were keen to speak to former evacuees as well, we particularly wanted to know what had happened to those who stayed behind. The children who didn’t go away – or didn’t stay away – and instead lived through the Blitz alongside their parents and older siblings.

What was it like for these children who experienced the Blitz close-up, who spent their nights in cold, cramped air-raid shelters with the rumble of planes and the crash of bombs overhead? How did their young minds make sense of what was going on around them? And what on earth could their parents say to reassure them, when up above someone really was trying to kill them? During the war, 7,736 British children lost their lives thanks to enemy action, accounting for one in eight civilian deaths. Thousands more were injured, many of them seriously.

We now know that the first few years of a child’s life are crucial to building a sense of security in the world and learning to form healthy attachments. What happens to a generation whose first few years of life are among the most dangerous in history? A generation whose early attachments may be severed – not just by evacuation but by fathers being called up to fight, and parents, grandparents, uncles and aunts being wiped out by German bombs?

As parents ourselves, we had seen the impact on children of a more recent global crisis – the Covid-19 pandemic. We witnessed first-hand the repercussions for children’s mental health, not to mention the disruption to their education. But at least now we have the language to talk about what they’ve been through, and the psychological interventions to address it. Neither of those things existed in 1940s Britain. Children who experienced the horrors of the Blitz were generally left to ‘just get on with it’.

How did the inevitable trauma this generation carried affect them, both at the time and later in life? And how did their young minds, subject to the double censorship of the government and their parents, who did their best to hide uncomfortable truths about the war, make sense of the madness going on in the world around them?

We wanted to find out.

Tracking down people in their late eighties and nineties isn’t easy. They’re often living in care homes or sheltered accommodation, where staff are rightly suspicious of strangers who knock on the door asking to speak to the residents. They’re not usually in Facebook groups or on local history forums and don’t often make it out to bingo nights, coffee mornings or community centres, although we did find people in all those places too.

In some cases, interviewees’ children saw posts we had put on social media and got in touch, although they understandably wanted reassurance that we were who we said we were. ‘How do I know you’re not con artists?’ one man asked before he would let us meet his elderly mother.

Some relatives insisted on sitting in on our interviews, and often proved incredibly helpful at jogging their parents’ memories or repeating our questions at a louder volume. Sometimes they ended up learning things they’d never known about their own family history. One woman’s grown-up daughters were shocked to discover that the patch of grass they’d played on as children was the spot where their mother’s best friend Pamela had lived, until a bomb fell on the house and killed her. ‘I’ll never forget you, Pamela,’ their mother kept repeating, her eyes filled with tears.

Our research for this book took us all over the country. We were keen to focus not just on the Blitz in London – famous throughout the world – but on the less well-known blitzes in other British cities as well. Given the time constraints, we weren’t able to cover all of them, but we aimed for as wide a geographical spread as possible, including Birmingham, Liverpool, Coventry, Southampton, Bristol and Belfast.

As a result, our research involved a lot of travel to unfamiliar places, and getting to grips with the geography not just of the present but of the past. We spent many hours wandering around in search of streets that didn’t exist any more, and discovering parks and housing estates on the site of bombed-out houses, schools, churches or factories. We wondered if the people living in these communities now had any idea of the tragic events that had taken place there all those years earlier.

One positive legacy of the Covid-19 pandemic is that many elderly people are now comfortable using Zoom, and as a result we were able to cast our net as widely as possible, speaking to former Blitz Kids now living in France, Spain, Canada, the United States and New Zealand. But there’s no substitute for sitting down with someone in their living room, losing track of time over endless cups of sweet tea and mountains of biscuits.

We were often surprised at how well prepared our interviewees were for our meetings. Many opened the door to us with old photographs spread out in readiness on the kitchen table. Others had dug out wartime ration books, identity cards, telegrams, medals, or ‘souvenirs’ such as Henry’s lump of shrapnel. Handling these tangible pieces of the past, which must lie scattered throughout cupboards, drawers and shoeboxes all over Britain, helped bring their stories to life.

The relics also served as memory aids for our interviewees. One man held his father’s army medal and recalled how he had failed to recognise his dad when he came home at the end of the war. A woman showed us the reams of letters her father had written to her mother while he was in a prisoner-of-war camp, and described how devastated she had been when the missives stopped arriving.

When trying to extract memories that, in many cases, haven’t surfaced for the best part of a lifetime, we’ve found that it’s best to allow minds to meander and not to expect stories to be told in order, or even from beginning to end. As old synapses begin firing, one memory can set off another – and too many questions will break the flow. The task of making sense of it all, piecing together a timeline and a narrative, has to come later.

Sometimes, inevitably, our interviews brought up difficult emotions. But surprisingly, the tears didn’t tend to come when they described houses being bombed or people dying. Far more devastating, for many of our Blitz Kids, was remembering happy times with loved ones who are no longer around. One woman remained perfectly composed while talking about the damage wrought by bombs and bullets, but both she and her son burst into tears when she told us about her much-missed late husband.

Even a book about the Blitz can’t be all doom and gloom. A lot of our interviewees were riotously funny. In fact, many told us the war was a wonderful time to be a kid. With hardly any cars being driven thanks to petrol rationing, children owned the streets. Air raids opened up new areas to play in the middle of built-up cities. Bombed-out buildings became Wendy houses and adventure playgrounds. It was a time when children still had the freedom to roam, even in urban areas, and parents were largely content not knowing where they were, as long as they came home for dinner. Many of our Blitz Kids feel sorry for their grandchildren and great-grandchildren, whose childhoods are so much more restricted.

A surprising number of people we spoke to said they never felt afraid during air raids – some, apparently, even found them exciting. Could that really be true, we wondered? Had they suppressed their difficult emotions, or been told it was wrong or even unpatriotic to admit fear? One little girl was instructed not to cry during an air raid because it was ‘what Hitler would have wanted’. Other children were told that the sickly feeling they felt in their tummies wasn’t really fear but a reaction to the vibration of planes flying overhead.

Overwhelmingly, we were struck by how generous our Blitz Kids were, both with their time and their memories. Approaching the end of their lives, some felt a strong urge to pass on their stories before it’s too late. Many of them clearly enjoyed speaking to us, talking non-stop for six hours or more. For too many older people, feeling that someone is really listening to what they have to say, and sees their life as valuable and important, is a rare experience. After we interviewed a man with terminal cancer, his wife told us on the way out that the experience had really boosted his spirits. A woman whose mother was in the early stages of dementia said it had made her feel her life was important and meaningful.

It was hard, at times, to tell people that we couldn’t guarantee their stories would make it into the book. We interviewed more than eighty people but decided to focus on just fifteen stories, choosing a representative cross-section of experiences, places, ages and backgrounds – and, of course, those with the most interesting tales to tell. Inevitably for this age group, there are more women still alive than men, and the selection in the book reflects this. But we hope that, between them, the stories we have chosen provide a sense of the wide range of experiences that the war brought for children. Those we didn’t manage to include, we will be gradually adding to our website: www.blitzkids.co.uk.

Spending several hours with someone, talking about their family background, their childhood, their happiest memories and their most heartbreaking moments can be a very intense experience. You get to know the person very deeply, very quickly, and at times it can feel like a therapy session. By the end of a good interview, you’ve formed a bond with the interviewee and saying goodbye can be a wrench.

Several Blitz Kids wouldn’t let us leave before they had given us something – books or DVDs about the war, sandwiches wrapped in tin foil for the journey home, apples from their garden (along with detailed instructions for baking them), a bunch of bananas – even, in one case, a little bird ornament, which a lovely lady in Bristol gave us ‘to remember her by’. It now perches on our bookshelf, next to Henry’s jagged lump of shrapnel.

Gifts like these were all very much appreciated. But every one of our interviewees had already given us the greatest gift of all: their story.
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