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Putting things in context - Britain in the late 1930's
I was almost two years old in the summer of 1939, & vividly remember being told off for fidgeting while we waited in a queue to be fitted with our gasmasks. Because I was under 5 they gave me a 'Micky Mouse', made in bright red & blue rubber, with huge 'ears'! It felt much too tight when properly adjusted, & smelt dreadful. I never wore it again, though they made me lug it with me wherever we went. I spent a lot of the war fidgeting in queues. We had to queue at the butchers, the fishmongers, the grocers, the bakers, the greengrocers........at least the milk & the newspapers were delivered!
There were no supermarkets then, just small shops. We had to shop most days, because we didn't have refrigerators or home freezers. We kept milk fresh in hot weather by storing the bottles in a bowl of cold water covered with a wet cloth. 
In those days there was no frozen food, sliced bread, instant coffee, or tea-bags. No MacDonald's, KFC, or Burger King either, but fish & chip shops, jellied eel shops, & shops which sold hot pies, faggots, & other cooked meats. 
Many homes were still gas-lit, so were the streets & schools. Gran cooked on a coal-range, had gas-lighting, no bathroom, & only one cold tap. But she did have a flush toilet in the lean-to out the back. 
Our house was quite modern, we had electric light, & could plug in the wireless, & the electric iron using a 2-way switch. There was a coal grate in each bedroom & living room. A 'back-boiler' behind the dining-room fire heated water which was piped to kitchen & bathroom. Mum was proud of her gas cooker & the treadle sewing machine which folded into a smart occasional table. 
Like most lower-middle class families of that time, we had no telephone, washing machine, refrigerator, or car, but my parents had a tandem, & Dad also had his own bike. My pram was large & sturdy, so Mum, like most mothers, kept it long after I was able to walk. As well as holding loads of shopping, it was useful as a handcart.
Some of Mum's friends sent their washing to a commercial laundry, while others sent theirs to the bagwash. But Mum did her own washing (with my 'help', of course!). She used heavy metal buckets & tubs, a bar of green "Fairy" soap, washing soda, a gas copper, & a very smart wringer which folded down into it's own table-top cabinet when not in use. Soap powder, which, like soap flakes, had recently become available, & was very expensive, was kept for the woollens. (It was before the days of modern detergents) There were no electric clothes-dryers, so getting the washing dry in London depended on an act of God! In winter we mostly dried it indoors. Everything had to be ironed after being washed, including sheets & towels - no drip-dry fabrics. No stretch fabrics either, so no neatly fitting tights. Stockings, & sometimes men's socks, were held up with suspenders. We constantly tugged at sagging socks or stockings & darning toes & heels was a constant chore. I was taught to darn almost as soon as I could hold a needle!
There was no TV, no videos, no tape-recorders, no stereos, no LP's, audio-tapes, CD's, mobile phones or PC's. But we often went to the cinema, & listened to the wireless. We had a piano, & everyone in our extended family either played some kind of musical instrument, even if it was only a mouth organ, or sang. We learned songs from the wireless, from records, & sheet music. We also had a wind-up gramophone. You had to change the needle each time you played one of the 78rpm records, made of a bitumen-like substance which scratched easily & broke if you dropped it. 
Dad had a half-size billiard table in the front room, & enjoyed having a game with his friends, but he wouldn't let me try!
People danced, in dance-halls & parks to live dance bands, & to records at home if there was room. Most big restaurants had a dance floor & live music, but the less well-to-do had to hold large parties in the street. A piano would be wheeled onto the pavement & all the neighbours invited. Favourite dances were 'The Lambeth Walk' and 'Knees Up Mother Brown' 
There was no National Health Scheme , no anti-biotics, babies were mostly born at home, the sick were nursed there, & people preferred to die in their own beds. 
Paper tissues had not been invented - we used handkerchiefs, or even rags. Many people did not even bother with those - hawking & spitting was common, & you had to watch out for globs of spittle on the pavement. The poster (No Spitting!) which came out at the very start of the war was sadly needed. Our Izal toilet roll was harsh, crackly, & shiny on one side, but Gran, like many others, used squares of old newspaper. Babies' wore cloth napkins.
We depended on public transport & public telephones. Special telephones in Police Boxes were connected directly to the Police Station, & Fire Alarms, a bit like parking meters, stood in the streets. You had to break the glass front of the metal box on top of the post to pull the knob inside, which rang a numbered bell in the nearest Fire Station. 
There were also public baths - not for swimming, though some had swimming pools attached, but with rows of cubicles containing baths, so those whose homes had no bath or hot water could still have a good hot bath. A first class bath cost 8d. & a second class 
one 5d. Dad said you could stay in for 30 minutes in First Class & were supplied with soap, a clean towel, bathmat & washcloth. When I asked about Second Class he said you got somone else's dirty water, but he was an awful liar sometimes!
Air pollution was shocking, especially in the winter, when the famous London 'Pea-soupers' occured frequently. We all burned coal to keep warm, & factories had to be close to workers' houses. Gasworks burned coal to produce gas & coke, & stored the gas in huge tanks called gasometers. 
There was a lot of unemployment so people seldom complained about working conditions. Shifts were long, & Dad worked a full 7 days before getting a day off. Sick pay & paid holidays were for a privileged few. Most men, including Dad & Grandpa, smoked. 
Many children left school at 14, or even 12, as my mother & father had, & went out to work. They lived at home, handed their wage packet to Mum, & she gave them a little pocket money for themselves. 
But it wasn't as boring a life as you might think. There was always plenty to do, & then Hitler decided to liven things up a bit!..................

How the War changed Everyday life

Some things didn't change for me, as it did for other children. I was too young to be evacuated without my mother, and she wouldn't leave Dad. He was a tram driver, but when war began he was promoted to Inspector & directed to remain in his job. So Dad went to work as usual & we stayed put in South West London. There were no air-raids in the first few months, but there was still plenty of excitement for an inquisitive 2-year-old. 
Once the sun set it was dark - really dark! No street lights, not a glimpse of light from a window or doorway, even torches or vehicle lights had to be well shaded. On clear nights the stars were just amazing. On Christmas Eve 1939 Mum put me & a load of parcels in the pram & set off for Gran's. It was pitch dark (London is dark at 4pm in December!) She had to push the pram with one hand & keep a fold of her coat over the torch in the other. Although kerbs were supposed to be painted white during the Blackout, the painters hadn't got to our area. Several times I was nearly tipped out, & got told off when I couldn't save all the parcels. By the time we got to Gran's Mum was spitting chips!
Cars almost disappeared from the streets, because ordinary people were not allowed to buy petrol any more. Milk, bread, & coal were delivered by horse & cart. I was sent out with the coal shovel to scoop up anything the horses left behind, to manure the garden! Our window cleaner had a side bracket on his bike, to rest the ladders on, & hung his bucket from the handlebars. I remember an older cousin, who was training as a nurse, setting out for a dance one evening on her bike. She was in high heels &, lifting her long skirts, neatly draped them over the handlebars!
Iron gates & railings were melted down to make guns. When the workmen came to get those in our street Dad insisted on removing ours himself, because he said they did such a rough job. Of course, I 'helped' him! 
A big brick air-raid shelter was built on the other side of our back fence, & one neighbour got an Anderson shelter. I had a marvellous time helping to dig the hole for it, & then covering it with the dirt we got out of the hole. 
We had no shelter, but Dad took out all the shrubs from our little garden & dug it over ready for vegetables. Mum (& I!)grew runner beans, potatoes, rhubarb & strawberries. Dad also built some rabbit hutches & set them up against the back fence. The rabbits, I was told, were to help out with the meat ration.
Nearly everyone was in uniform of some kind. Two of my uncles were in Air Force blue, & another was a regular soldier. Dad's father was in the Home Guard, & wore his old Army uniform. He had an old rifle, & I remember Dad taking it apart one evening at Gran's, & showing me how to clean & re-assemble it. All the grown-ups seemed to have tin-hats as well as their gas-masks, & I kept asking if I could have one. But they told me I was "too little".
One day Mum took me to a lovely old building, which had once been our local library but was now the Food Office. It had sandbags piled round the entrance. We queued for hours to get Identity Cards, and ration books.(Even me! This time no-one said I was too little.) Mum & Dad each had a beige coloured one, but mine was green. That meant I was allowed extra milk. Mum wasn't cross because I wouldn't drink the milk - it meant she & Dad had fresh milk in their tea, & our custard was made with real instead of dried milk . As well as food, clothes, & fuel rationing, lots of things were in 'short supply'. They periodically disappeared, & when they re-appeared, shopkeepers kept them for regular customers, or introduced informal rationing schemes of their own. Going without jelly, icing on cake, oranges, bananas, & ice-cream, was bad enough. But just you try coping with a Dad who can't get a new razor blade or cigarettes, or try to manage without being able to replace hair-grips, sewing needles or zips! Mum reckoned the famous 'siren-suit' invented by Winston Churchill failed to catch on because to be quick & easy to get into when the air-raid sirens went, it needed a full-length zip! 
Most men were called up, & women took over so many of their old jobs that I grew up believing that there was nothing that women were not able to do. (I was to be sadly disillusioned when starting to think about my own career in the 1950's!) 
Barrage balloons floated overhead, & the top portion of the church steeples had been removed. Dad told me the barrage balloons were to stop dive bombers. I thought they should have left the church steeples, with their weathercocks & lightning conductors, because they would have done plenty of damage to planes. But Dad said they might burst the balloons & waste a lot of time & resources. He took me to central London, & we watched people digging trenches in Hyde Park & Green Park, & filling sandbags. The sandbags were made into porches around the doorways of all the important buildings, & stacked up to the tops of the ground floor windows. He showed me the ack-ack gun on the tennis courts at the top of our street, & we went to all the Commons in South London inspecting searchlight batteries, more ack-ack guns, & balloon emplacements. Sometimes at night we watched searchlights & Ack-ack from my bedroom window. Dad said they were just practising, but I thought he was trying to make me believe we were safe in London, whatever Hitler tried!
The colourful posters that were displayed everywhere fascinated me. So Dad started teaching me to read, & soon I could read all the posters, the newspaper headlines & the numerous leaflets distributed by the government. 
I had no brothers or sisters, or playmates of my own age, so reading became a favourite past-time. By the time I was three I could read the Daily Mirror, Woman's Own, & Picture Post, as well as some of the books we had. I soon learned not to ask about words I didn't understand, in case Mum decided I was reading something unsuitable. I looked them up in the dictionary instead. Dad said I was too young to really take in much of what I was reading. He thought I was 'just looking at the pictures.' He had obviously forgotten how graphic the pictures in the 'Home Doctor', the First Aid Book & Civil Defence manuals were! In this way, & by staying quiet & pretending to be occupied when grown-ups were talking, & by watching the newsreels from under my eyelids at the pictures when they thought I was asleep on Mum's lap, I got a pretty good idea of what was happening. 
To begin with, it was more interesting & exciting than frightening. But then I heard Dad telling Mum what had happened to my Uncle at Dunkirk.................

Battles, Breadbaskets, & Bombs

Dunkirk was the first Battle that wasn't just something I saw in the newspapers. My uncle had been there, & was wounded. They wouldn't let me visit him, because they knew I would bombard him with questions, but of course I thought it must be because his wounds were really terrible.
Enemy planes now sometimes droned overhead, & the Ack-ack started up. The Battle of Britain was soon raging over Southern England, & when we heard the planes we went out into the street to watch the dogfights. I read the papers & watched the newsreels avidly, & dreamed of being a fighter pilot. I played "crashes", baling out at the last moment from my burning plane (the sofa) & rolling under the dining room table to die heroically for my country! But I hated the sound of the sirens, & I did wish we had an air-raid shelter.
During the first raids Mum & I went into the Anderson shelter next door. It was very crowded, but I loved being the only child among all those friendly grown-ups. I could identify most aircraft by their engine noise, so they asked me each time a plane approached if it was "ours" or "theirs". But Mum decided that we needed to sleep at night, raids or no raids. So for a few nights we stayed in bed when the sirens went. But the raiders came every evening & the raids lasted nearly all night. Dad was fed up with me constantly asking to go down to the shelter, & got my old cot down from the loft. It was large & made of mahogany. He put it next to his & Mum's bed, & told me since I was behaving like a baby I would have to sleep in it again. He put heavy planks across the top once I was inside, & said it was my very own air-raid shelter. I retorted that I thought sleeping under the billiard table downstairs would be safer, & there would be room for him & Mum as well! He didn't think much of that idea, but he did get all the cushions from the lounge suite & put them on top of the planks. 
By now Mum & I were on our own nearly every night, because if Dad wasn't on a late shift, he would be in the street fire-watching. I had crawled out of my 'shelter' into the big bed with Mum one night when we heard something thump on the roof & roll down to the gutter. Dad was out in the street. He whipped a ladder up against the guttering, raced up the ladder with a bucket & coal shovel, scooped the incendiary bomb into the bucket, slid down the ladder & dumped the contents of a sandbag on it before it could set fire to anything! He told me afterwards always to use earth or sand on an incediary bomb, because it could be an oil bomb, or even phosphorus, & water only made those fires worse. He said that they were very small bombs, containing little or no explosive. They were dropped by the hundred in large outer casings which broke up on the way down, & were called 'breadbaskets'. So whenever we heard them rattling on the roof, we laughed, & said it was only one of Hitler's breadbaskets. Dad must have had our street well-trained, because Hitler didn't manage to start a single fire in it! But Mum moved their mattress downstairs to the chimney corner (supposed to be the strongest part of the house) & my cot was put close by, turned upside down now, the planks & cushions still on the 'top'. I crept in & out by raising the 'drop side' & slept on the floor. I still fancied the billiard table, but Dad finally managed to shut me up - he sold it to a mate because we needed the room now we were sleeping downstairs, & he couldn't get it up our narrow staircase! 
The raids seemed to go on for ever, & I lay under the cot night after night, listening to the drone of planes, the barrages, the thump of falling shrapnel, & waited tensely for the big explosions when a plane came down or a bomb dropped nearby.
By now I was beginning to realise that our own defences were as likely to kill or injure us as the enemy raiders. Dad took me one morning to see the wreckage of a Messcherschmitt which was brought by our Ack-ack. It had been put in the carpark of a local cinema, but I knew it hadn't crashed there, because there was no damage to the walls or roadway. So I asked Dad to show me where it had come down, but he wouldn't. 
One evening, (I was in my 'shelter', supposed to be asleep ) Dad came home for his break - something he didn't normally do. He was white & shaking, & I heard him tell Mum: "I was standing by our bin at the Broadway in me tin hat, but I thought the Ack-ack was getting a bit fierce. So I nipped into the bin & shut the lid. When the barrage stopped, & I climbed out, there was a bloke lying by the bin - the shrapnel sliced right through his bloomin' neck & took his head right off!" Poor Dad! But he had waited until his break to come home for a hot cup of tea & a hug from Mum, & then he went back on duty.
Another time he was out nearly all night. That time I learned about the dreadful incident at Balham Underground Station. (Like many disasters, it was hushed up for fear of undermining public morale. So the photos weren't published till after the war.) A bomb had fallen near the Station, a bus fell into the crater, the tramlines were destroyed, & broken water mains & sewage pipes flooded the Station, drowning many of those who had sought safety there. Dad had to keep the other buses & trams running as far as possible to time! That meant getting buses re-routed, & tram shuttles organised on the sections of track that still had an electricity supply. The situation was worsened by the damage to the Tube Station, which doubled the numbers of tram & bus passengers until the Tube was running again. 
It's little wonder, looking back, that he suddenly stopped being such an indulgent father & wonderful companion. But I didn't understand. I was frightened now because my Dad had become silent & surly. Mum had also become tight-lipped & irritable. She threatened me with all sorts if I upset Dad, & what upset him most was me showing any sign of fear. So I learned to keep quiet & pretend that I was fine. Even when the bombing came closer to our suburb & the noise never seemed to stop, I stayed quietly in my 'shelter', more frightened now of upsetting Mum & Dad than of being killed or injured.
I'll never forget being woken on Christmas Eve 1940 by a succesion of whistling bombs, to see that Father Christmas had somehow made it through the Blitz! Hanging inside my 'shelter' was a lumpy stocking, just like one of Gran's, & sticking out of the top was a little black baby doll, in a smart green knitted romper suit & hat. Mum had bought the first volume of 'The Story of the War in Pictures' for Dad, but he was working, so I grabbed it & spent most of Christmas day reading it & looking at the maps & pictures. That night for the first time in months there was no raid. But they didn't half make up for it on Boxing Night!............

More bombs, a Break, and School in Wartime

A couple of nights after Christmas, Dad came dashing in from fire-watching & said: "It looks as though the whole of London is on fire! - you can see it from here." I wanted to go out & see too, but they wouldn't let me! Mum put on Dad's tin-hat & went, while he stayed with me. I don't think any of us slept that night. Mum insisted on taking turns with Dad out in the street, so he could try to snatch some sleep, as he was on early turn in the morning. The planes kept coming over, the ack-ack was dreadful, & for me, shut up inside my 'shelter' it was far worse listening to Mum & Dad whispering about what was happening than it would have been for me to go out & see what it was really like.
The news next day was heavily censored, the famous photo of St.Pauls undramatic in black & white. Dad was very upset when he came home from work. He loved London & it's historic places. "It's almost the whole City" he kept saying, "It's nearly all gone!" I didn't know then that he was referring only to the City of London itself, that small & ancient square mile, continuously inhabited since pre-historic times, around St.Paul's & the remains of the Roman wall. So I was quite surprised, & a little disappointed if the truth be told, to find everything much as usual when we went shopping a day or so later. Though we could smell it - that strange smell with which we became increasingly familiar as the raids continued, a mixture of 'cold' smoke, smouldering ruins, soot, lime mortar & wet dirt & masonry.
Night after endless night we heard the drone of the heavy bombers, the ack-ack, the thump of shapnel, dive bombers, whistling bombs, distant explosions & the occasional ground shaking crump of a bomb close-by. During the day, when Mum & I went shopping, we sometimes saw the results of the previous night's raid, but our suburb was not a prime target. Mum didn't explain things the way Dad did, & as I listened to the gossip in the long queues at every shop & market stall, I realised that no-one expected the bombing to stop until Britain was invaded. Although the papers & the radio made it clear that we would never give in when the Nazis came, I wasn't too sure whether I was brave enough to fight in the streets.
Strangely, it never really got through to me just how much danger my Dad was in all the time he was out at work, especially on late turn, so I didn't share Mum's barely suppressed anxiety whenever he wasn't with us. Maybe I just blocked it out because the thought was too awful to contemplate. I became accustomed to the appalling noise at night, & even to staying in my 'shelter' & 'being good'. I knew Dad had been in the Regular Army for 12 years, but unlike Grandpa, he didn't have a gun any more, & I wondered how he would fight the Germans without one. I had no illusions about what they would do to us when they came. I looked at the photos in the 'War' book every day. One day the book disappeared, & Dad started telling me stories again. He told me about lots of the heroines of history. So although I suppose I was inwardly terrified, I was conscious only of the need to be brave, & never to let myself be afraid. I lay awake at night imagining I was one of those heroines - Joan of Arc being burnt at the stake, or Nurse Cavell bravely facing execution by German firing squad, or Boadicea charging the Romans in her chariot with the scythes on the axles - though I didn't much fancy what happened to her when they finally captured her! I tried not to be a coward, & I was desperate to be really tested so I would know for sure that I wasn't.
Then one night, it was quiet! It was almost worse than the raids! Night after night we waited for the bombers to come, but they didn't. It was summertime now, & gradually we Londoners began to breathe again. There wasn't going to be an invasion after all! We went upstairs to sleep in our own rooms. But the rabbits were gone - they had eaten their babies because they were frightened by the bombs, so then we ate them, though, wisely, no-one told me just when!
Mum now sometimes took me to see her parents who had moved into a new house not so far away as the old one. They had a lovely big garden, & an Anderson shelter, so I really enjoyed those visits.
We couldn't visit Dad's mother now, because she was out at work all day now that her youngest children had left home. All my married aunts worked too, & the only unmarried one joined the WAAF. Though sometimes we all got together for a Sunday tea & shared our rations for a slap-up meal.
And the time had come for me to start school. I was really excited. The first day was a great disappointment. I had so looked forward to having friends of my own age. (The only other children I had met so far were either years older than me, or babies in prams.) But there was just a huge smelly room, & heavy double wooden desks, & what seemed like hundreds of children crying or fighting. None of the other kids could read or write, let alone knew their tables. There were no books, though I liked the nursery rhyme pictures on the walls. Then we were put in desks, & some toys were given out, but there weren't enough to go round. I just had to sit there 'being good'. Eventually I got so bored, not being allowed to talk to anyone, & having a smelly sniffing girl sharing the desk with me, that I bit her arm! At least that got a bit of action! 
There were about 60 children in that class, & every morning the teacher had to fill 60 mugs with milk poured from huge quart bottles, ready to be drunk at playtime. Then she had to line us up, & somehow get a tablespoonful of Cod Liver Oil & Malt from a huge tin into each of us. When it was cold the sweetish sticky stuff was almost too stiff to get out of the tin. 
Within a few days the teacher tried to make use of me to teach some of the other children their letters. But my social skills were non-existent, the kids hated my cultivated accent & my bossy know-it-all manner, & it wasn't long before I was sent to a class in the Junior Primary section. There I had lots of books to read & new things to learn, so I settled down & was very happy. I particularly enjoyed the 1 mile walk to school, which I did 4 times a day, as Mum liked me to come home for my dinner.............

D-Day, and 'Our' Doodlebug

One Summer day in 1944 our teacher told us that the Allies had landed in France, & the end of the war was in sight. I ran all the way home at dinnertime to tell Mum. She had already heard the news, & seemed more cautious than pleased. That night Dad showed me on the map just how much had to be liberated before the Allies even got as far as the German border.
Just over a week later the sirens & the ack-ack started up again. There were huge explosions day & night, but nothing in the news. Dad was tight-lipped, & stories went round at school about funny planes that crashed & blew up. Finally the Government admitted that pilotless aircraft - flying bombs - were being launched from sites in Europe, aimed at Central London. Most of them fell short, & our South London borough was one of the worst hit. The doodlebugs or buzz-bombs, as we called them, had a peculiar-sounding noisy engine & a jet of flame so bright it could be seen in daylight streamed from the tail. When the fuel ran out the engine stuttered & stopped, the craft went into a nose-dive, & about 10 seconds later there was an enormous explosion which caused extensive damage over a wide area.
That week some of my classmates were re-evacuated, & we did most of our lessons in the shelters. On Saturday I was at home waiting for dinner, just about in the spot where my little 'shelter' had been during the Blitz, when we heard a buzz-bomb cut out overhead. That meant it wouldn't hit us, but come down somewhere a little further on. When it exploded the noise was worse than usual & a section of the wall I was sitting next to blew right in against me. 
In that split second I knew the truth. I was a coward! And I didn't care! I burst into tears, ran & clutched Mum's skirt & begged to be evacuated. Dad got mad at me & told me not to be so bloomin' silly, but Mum said quietly that she thought they ought to consider it, as I was nearly 7 years old, & could go away without her. 
We went round the house checking the damage. Most of the window glass had been blown out during the previous week, but now - fortunately, as it turned out! - there wasn't a scrap of glass left. Apart from cracks in the walls & ceilings, there was just the one section of wall blown out, & a large portion of the ceiling in the main bedroom had come down. There was dirt everywhere, soot had come down all the chimneys, & Mum was heartbroken because the gravy from our precious weekend joint was full of mortar . She & Dad moved their mattress downstairs, back to the chimney corner, & arranged for me to sleep next door. Our neighbour on that side was by now an honorary Aunty, & she said I could share her Morrison shelter. I went to school as usual, but although there were even fewer children in the class now, it wasn't easy to work in the cramped conditions in the shelters, which were really just basement cloakrooms.
Next Saturday morning I woke up in the Morrison to find the room full of thick dust. I watched as big cracks ran all over the ceiling & walls, making them look like a huge jig-saw puzzle. Then the whole lot fell in. It must only have taken seconds, but it seemed to happen very slowly, & I didn't hear a sound! No explosion, no falling glass - nothing! After a while the dust began to clear & Aunty came through the kitchen doorway - the doorway was still there, but the kitchen had disappeared. She said: "Your Mum wants to know if you're alright?" I was choking & coughing from the mortar dust, but I wasn't hurt, so I nodded. Aunty said:"She is alright too, but she wants you to stay in there out of the way & be good!" So there I sat.
I lost all sense of time. I could hear ambulance bells, people calling to each other & moving about in the rubble, & I could see daylight through that kitchen doorway, though the wall blocked my view to the outside. The front of the house had collapsed, but I couldn't see out that way either. I heard the new baby next door crying & someone saying there was something wrong with it's eyes. It was a lovely baby, the newest I'd ever seen, so tiny & soft. I shut my eyes tight & wished & wished for the baby to be alright. I got very thirsty, but no-one came anywhere near me for ages.
Then the lady from across the street crawled in from the front with 2 pieces of bread & margarine & plum jam in case I was hungry. I said I was too thirsty to eat, & she told me there was no water, but she would try to get me some milk. I told her milk made me sick, so she just left the bread & jam & went away. I feel guilty to this day for not eating it when she had gone to so much trouble. I did try, but it just wouldn't go down. Then, even worse, I accidentally put my foot on one piece! So I stopped fidgeting, because I didn't want to get jam on the sheets as well as my foot. I didn't feel 'good' at all, & there was absolutely nothing to be brave about - I didn't have a scratch. I wanted so much to go outside & see exactly what had happened to everything & everyone. I could have crawled out easily, but having been told to stay put, I did, & tried harder to 'be good'.

Then Mum's father appeared & helped me out through the ruined house into the street. It seemed full of light - all the houses between ours & the main road had collapsed, those on both side of the main road for the whole block, & the houses at the back of us, & across the road at the back. There was so much sky, in spite of the dust. Our house was still there though it had lost its roof & was sort of sagging. Then I saw a furniture van moving away, & among the things tied on top of it was my precious teddy! I cried then for the first time, & yelled: "I want my Teddy!" Dad was very angry & Mum, who had a bandage on her head, said they had found my Panda & kept that for me, but I didn't want Panda, I wanted Teddy!!
But I was told yet again to 'be good' & to go with Grandpa. So we waited for the bus, then walked from the bus stop to the lovely house with the big garden & Anderson Shelter, & Grandma gave me something to drink & some dinner, & she wasn't cross when I couldn't eat it.
The house was soon full of people. As well as us 3, Grandma had taken in an elderly couple whose house had been 2 doors nearer the bomb. Mum & Dad & I had to sleep in the Anderson shelter.
Over the next few days I began to piece together what had happened from the all the talk that went on . The bomb had exploded in one of the tiny gardens a few houses away, & the main force of the blast was away from our house, toward the main road. Only the poor paper-boy was killed. A house fell on him just as he was pushing the paper through the letter-box. The baby had mortar dust in her eyes & was bruised but would be fine. Her mother was injured but expected home from hospital soon, but her landlady, another of my honorary Aunties, was badly injured & would be in hosptal for a long time. There were plenty of walking wounded & people suffering from shock, but we didn't know any of them except our immediate neighbours.
The bomb had hit just before 8am. Dad was at work on early turn, & Mum was standing at the sink next to the kitchen window. She was knocked unconscious by falling masonry, & when she came to, the window frame was draped round her shoulders. Which is why it was fortunate we had no glass left! She said her first thought had been "How can I climb the fence to see if Margaret's alright?" - the way to the front of the house & the street was completely blocked - but when she went outside, there wasn't a fence in sight! The mattress on which she & Dad had so recently been sleeping was buried under several feet of rubble - if Dad had been on late turn they would have been buried alive.
Dad was on duty at the Broadway, & someone told him about the bomb. He jumped on an eastbound tram, pushed the driver aside, drove full pelt to the points near our turning, & then left the startled passengers & crew to their own devices. No doubt when they saw the devastation ahead they needed no explanation. 
He & Mum had to contact a storage firm, then salvage all they could from the house before the Civil Defence declared the building unsafe & refused to let them back in. There was also quite a lot of looting. The only way to contact my grandparents was by telegram. So it was gone one o'clock when Grandpa finally reached us & I was allowed out of the shelter. No wonder I was thirsty!

The last year of the War

There were only 3 weeks left of the school term, so Mum didn't send me to my new school until September. I was allowed to play in the street, because it was a quiet cul-de-sac with a little green, & Mum's brother & his family lived opposite. There were lots of other children in the Close too. While they were at school, I played 'house' in the Anderson Shelter, & one exciting morning watched Grandpa burn out a nest of wasps which they had set up in the earth covering it. I also helped him in the garden, weeding & planting, & picking fruit & vegetables. And I helped prepare the fruit & vegetables for cooking & preserving.There were still plenty of Air Raid Warnings, but that summer was a happy time.
In September, however, things changed. The elderly couple had moved on, so we now slept upstairs in the house, & I didn't feel safe, I would have liked to stay in the shelter. I hardly saw Dad at all, because he now had a long bike ride to the Underground Terminus to get to work, instead of just hopping on a tram at the bottom of the street. Mum was ill, & so was Grandpa. The children at my new school bullied & tormented me, & the rockets started.
There were no warnings for these, & they were so powerful that even if you were several miles from where they landed, you could feel the ground shake when they went off. Some of the kids called them 'Flying Gas Mains', but as with the buzz-bombs, Dad was given some guarded information about what they really were, because of his job. Suddenly a Morrison Shelter appeared in the front room, & Mum & I slept in it. Sometimes Dad slept there too, & sometimes when he was really late home he would sleep in the Anderson. Grandma & Grandpa said they were too old to worry. If they were going to be blown to bits, they would rather be together & sleep in their own bed.
One day I was playing in the street with my doll's pram & a precious doll with a china head that had belonged to my cousin. She gave it to me to make up for losing Teddy & my little black baby doll. A rocket landed close by & shook the ground so severely that I lost my footing & fell over. As I was picking myself up a man dashed headlong to shelter in our front porch, knocking over the pram. The doll rolled out & her head shattered on the pavement. I ran after him screaming & punched him & kicked him. Mum opened the door on the row, & told me off & tried to make me apologise, but I wouldn't! I said he was a coward & had broken my doll, & he should apologise to me. Though even if he did it wouldn't bring my doll back. He said he would pay for another one, but we all knew that no amount of money could buy a china doll in Britain in 1944.
One morning soon after, I refused to go to school. I still don't know why, except that I wanted to stay close to Mum. Dad picked me up, put me outside the 6 foot high back gate & bolted it on the inside. I sat on the ground crying, & in a while a lady came along the back lane & said: "Have you been shut out?". When I nodded, she said: "Never mind" & reached over & opened the gate for me. Dad was furious when he saw me come in, & sent me straight to my room, with orders to Mum & Grandma that I was to have nothing to eat or drink until the next day. He took all my toys & books away too. Another time the sirens went while we were all sitting at the table having tea, & I ran from the room & dived into the Morrison shelter. Dad hauled me out & said I was stupid & a coward (I knew that!) & made me apologise to everyone for leaving the table without permission. I suppose everyone was on the verge of becoming a nervous wreck. I didn't do either of those things again, so Dad's harshness worked. But I began biting my fingernails, developed a nervous cough & a habit of rolling my eyes back in my head. I also began air-swallowing. None of these habits endeared me to my friends or the family, in fact they all found me downright irritating.
Just before Christmas, there was a family conference & it was decided that Mum & Dad & I should live in the front room & our 2 bedrooms, & give Grandma & Grandpa the exclusive use of the back room. Of course our room had the Morrison in it, so it was pretty cramped in there, & Mum & Dad were very angry & blamed me. What I didn't realise & they never told me was that Grandpa was dying of cancer.
But we could now take down the blackout curtains, & some of the shops had lights in their windows for Christmas. And the street lights went on, though only on half-power. We had a little Christmas tree in our room with real lights. And although there was no stocking that year, when I came downstairs on Christmas morning, there was a wonderful doll's house - an old one, but that didn't worry me, & it had been completely re-decorated & furnished, using great ingenuity. There was even a copper with a lid, made from a little round dye carton. Under the tree were two fleets of tiny boats, made by my Grandpa, from mussel shells, matchsticks, & bits of the linen we used to cover the windows when the glass had gone. One fleet was left in natural blue & pearly white, the other was painted gold!
The winter of 1944-45 was long & bitter. Snow lay on the ground for weeks & the roads were icy. Buildings were cold & damp because of the fuel shortages, & we children were allowed to wear our outdoor clothes in the classroom. The buzz-bombs & rockets kept coming, & everyone was miserable.
But Spring came at last, & Grandpa got me to help him plant the potatoes & the broad beans. At the end of March we had seen the last of the rockets & buzz-bombs. Grandpa died in the bedroom next to mine only a couple of weeks before VE-Day.
It was a school holiday, & we kids found some green gooseberries on the allotments & ate rather a lot of them. I ate most, because everyone agreed I had the right to more because it was my uncle's allotment. Of course I was afraid to tell Mum why I was sick when I got home, & she put me to bed thinking I might be really ill. So I had to watch the huge bonfire that had been built in the Close, with it's effigy of Hitler, from my bedroom window.
A few weeks later there was a huge street party. Food parcels had begun to arrive from overseas, so there were things we hadn't eaten for years, like jellies & tinned peaches. There was even some home-made ice-cream. It was really frozen custard, but we didn't care!
But though the bombing was over, & the food parcels were lovely, the shortages got much worse. The men were still overseas, either fighting in the Far East, or in the Army of Occupation in Germany.
Then we read about the Hiroshima Bomb & the one dropped on Nagasaki, & finally the war was really over. VJ-Day was in August 1945 & there were more street parties. The war had lasted nearly six years, & for most of it we Londoners had been in the Front Line. 

Glossary & Notes

Ack-ack - The commonly used abbrevation for the barrage of Anti-Aircraft guns used to defend Britain's main cities & ports. Many Ack-ack & searchlight batteries were operated by women. 

Air-raid Shelters - Anything which could provide some protection against blast & shrapnel could become an air-raid shelter. Cellars, basements, cupboards under the stairs, & even coal-holes were adapted to accommodate weary sleepers in reasonable safety during the night raids. Large Public Shelters were erected in the streets. The Anderson Shelter, which could protect a family of 4 in reasonable comfort if it didn't flood, was made of corrugated iron almost buried in the ground, & covered with a couple of feet of earth. They were supplied free to poor families, while the better-off had to buy them. But they weren't much good if you lived in a flat! Morrison Shelters became available later in the war. They were a sort of steel cage that could be erected inside a room. 2 - 4 people, could sleep inside & the top served as a large table. The Government tried to prevent the use of Underground Stations as Public Shelters, but soon gave up the struggle to keep people out & they became well-organised & very effective. No shelter could protect you from a Direct Hit.

Allotment - A plot of cultivatable land allotted to the holder to grow vegetables. During the war every available piece of land was covered with allotments - waste ground, the land at the side of railway lines, even the moat at the Tower of London! 

Bagwash - All the household washing was put into a large canvas bag marked with a personal code, tightly closed & taken to the commercial laundry, or a collection point in a local shop in the morning. The bag was washed, unopened, in huge machines, & delivered back to the collection point in the afternoon, damp dry.

Barrage Balloons - These were huge silver balloons, as large as dirigibles, filled with gas, & trailing a number of steel cables. They were anchored all around London, to bring down any enemy aircraft which flew low enough to fall foul of the cables. They were particularly effective against the V.1 or doodlebug. Balloon sites were another defence which was principally 'manned' by women.

LTPB Bin - This was a large metal bin, about 3 feet high, with a flat hinged top. It was used by London Transport staff for tools, fire-fighting equipment & general temporary storage. They were not designed to be used as air-raid shelters! The one Dad referred to stood on a huge traffic island in the middle of a big intersection

Blackout - By the time war was declared, all street lights & illuminated signs in Britain were extinguished for the duration. ALL windows & doors had to be curtained so that no chink of light escaped to guide enemy aircraft. Torches & vehicle lights had to be shielded so no light escaped upwards. Traffic lights were covered so that only a small cross of colour showed. The windows of trains, buses & trams were covered with a material which prevented the glass from shattering, with a small diamond left open in the centre so you could (hopefully) see where you were. Most people relied on the driver to tell them which stop was coming up next! The interior lights of vehicles were disabled in the towns, & heavily dimmed in long-distance trains.
 
Civil Defence - General term for a number of civilian organisations which did invaluable service, much of it voluntary, during the war. It included the ARP (Air Raid Precautions) squadrons, emergency resue squads, the Auxiliary Fire Service, & the Women's Voluntary Services. They were subject to military discipline.

Class - The British Class system is hard to explain, but impossible to ignore! Basically there are the Working Class, the Lower Middle Class, the Upper Middle Class, & the Aristocracy. Within each of these are a number of subtle sub-divisions. Class is determined by a number of things - the work you do, your accent, your address, & your ancestry. It has little or nothing to do with income. It was much more important in the 1930's than it is now.

Commons - These open spaces in London, some of which cover 1,000's of acres, are the remains of common land which was not enclosed by the Enclosure Acts of the 18th.& early 19th.Centuries, when suburbs such as Mitcham, Tooting, Streatham, Clapham, Wimbledon, Putney, Wandsworth, & Barnes were still country villages. People used to have the right to graze animals & collect firewood & wild food on the commons, but the need for conservation of these lovely open & still quite wild spaces has made it necessary to regulate these ancient rights.

Evacuation - Britain's children were supposed to be sent from the cities to the countryside, to keep them safe from the bombs. A lot has been written about it, mostly by those who experienced it in some capacity, but also by people who, as my Dad would have said, are: "talking through their hats!". Experiences varied widely, & the effects were just as varied. As for parents who would not send their children away - it was a Catch-22 situation. Evacuees were killed by enemy action in the country, though more rarely than in town, some were abused & exploited, & others suffered lasting emotional damage as a result of being forced to leave their families & familiar environment. But for many, like, for instance, actor Michael Caine, evacuation was a positive & life-changing experience.

Faggots - A working-class delicacy, something like a miniature haggis, made of liver & lights, herbs & onions, all wrapped in a piece of stomach membrane & cooked in a rich gravy. Mum never bought them, but Gran did, & they were scrumptious!

Gasometer - An enormous above ground tank, contained in a network of steel struts & ladders. (You can see similar tanks at any oil refinery) The tank got lower & lower as the gas was used up, & rose again when it was refilled. They were prime targets for enemy planes - a few bullets could send the whole lot up in flames in seconds. No-one wanted to live near a gasometer, but they had to be close to the homes they supplied.

Gasmasks - One of the great fears resulting from WW1 was the threat of poison gas. The entire population of Britain was fitted with gasmasks by the start of the war. As well as the fancy ones for toddlers, there were huge tent-like structures for babies. They were placed right inside, & Mother had to pump air to them the whole time they were in there. Some people even constructed gasmasks for their pets. Thankfully, they were never needed, though teachers still required schoolchildren to take their gasmasks everywhere with them right up to the end of the war.

Incident - The very British stiff-upper-lip euphemism for anything that happened as a result of enemy action.

Letterbox - Most houses in Britain have a letter slot or letterbox in the front door, rather than a mailbox at the gate. 

London Transport - Still going strong after more than a century! it was called the London Transport Passenger Board in those days. It has survived Nationalisation & Privatisation, IRA bombs, & a few nasty accidents, but without doubt it's finest years were during WW2.Picture. A modest paperback, called: "London Transport Carried On" was published in the late 1940's, but is now out of print. The Imperial War Museum in London probably has a copy in its archives. 

Mortar - Actually 'Lime Mortar' - not a mortar bomb! No longer used by the building industry, it breakes down easily, quickly crumbling to a corrosive, strongly alkaline dust. It damaged many people's lungs & eyes & caused a great deal of pain.

National Health Scheme - Part of a compulsory National Insurance Scheme introduced in Britain soon after the war ended. It meant that for the first time everyone could have medical attention & treatment, medicines, or appliances, when they needed them, without having to pay a fee. Prior to its introduction, many people called the doctor only to a deathbed, because they had no insurance, & couldn't afford doctor's fees. It was a revolution, but equally revolutionary was the introduction after the war of anti-biotics.

Pavement - Sidewalk

Police Box - A large blue cabin which also held emergency equipment, such as First Aid box, a stretcher, & tools. 
Dr. Who's Tardis is a  British Police Box

Rationing
Fuel (Petrol, Diesel, Coal, & paraffin[kerosene]) rationing was introduced at the very start of the war.
Food Rationing was introduced gradually from the start of 1940. Rations varied slightly from time to time, according to availability. Children under 5 & expectant mothers had green ration books & were entitled to a daily pint of fresh milk, extra eggs, & vitamin supplements. Shopkeepers, who did their best to distribute goods which were unrationed, but in short supply, would often give, for instance, oranges, to holders of green ration books. Children between 5 & 12 had blue books, & were entitled to extra eggs, & various other extras when available. School age children each received a third of a pint of milk & Vitamin A & D supplements daily at school.
The average weekly food rations for one adult were: 
Meat
This was rationed by price, 1 shilling's worth. So if you bought cheap cuts, you got more by weight. Sausages & offal were not rationed, but hard to get. They sometimes made up part of the ration when fresh meat was scarce. 
Bacon
4 ounces (112 gms.)
Cheese
Between 2 & 8 ozs, depending on the season.(56 - 224gms.)
Butter
2ounces (56 gms.)
Margarine
4 ounces (112gms.) -and it tasted awful - not a bit like today's Table Margarines! 
Cooking Fat (Lard or dripping)
2 to 4 ounces, depending on availability.(56 - 112 gms.) 
Milk
2 or 3 pints (600ml.) plus one tin of National Dried (skimmed) Milk every 2 months.
Sugar
8 ounces (224gms.)
Jam or Marmalade
1 pound (448gms.) every 2 months. You could get 1 pound of extra sugar instead of this, if you were going to make your own jam.
Tea
2 ounces (56gms.)
Eggs
One! yes, ONE! sometimes only 1 per fortnight! 
Dried eggs - one packet, equal to 1 dozen eggs, each 4 weeks.
Sweets (Lollies or Candies) including chocolate.
12 ounces (336gms.) each 4 weeks.
There was also a 'Points' system. An allocation of 'Points' was announced each month, & these could be used to buy goods which did not make up part of the basic rations. The number of points needed to buy something varied according to its scarcity. So one rare can of salmon or peaches would need 16 points, while for the same number you could get 8 pounds (3.6kilos.) of split peas or dried peas or beans.
Clothes & house linens were also rationed, & if a wedding was coming up in the family, everyone saved their spare clothing coupons to help provide a decent outfit & set of linen for the new bride.
Bread was not rationed during the war, but it was in the post-war years. Rationing did not end completely until 1954.

Suspenders - I believe ladies suspender-belts are called 'garter-belts' in the US of A. They were not used to hold up men's trousers. The British call such devices 'braces'.

Tandem - A bicycle made for two - you rode one behind the other.

Tin-hat - The British style steel safety helmet, worn by miltary & civilian personel alike. Instead of closely covering the back of the neck & the ears, it had a narrow brim to protect them instead. This meant that hearing was not impeded. 

VE-Day - This was 8th.May 1945 in Britain. VE stands for Victory in Europe.
VJ-Day -  Victory in Japan Day, was on 15th.August 1945. 

V-Weapons
The V stood for vengeance, or the German word for it. The last V1, or Flying Bomb, to reach Britain got there on 29th.March 1945. The last V2 rocket -the first ICBM - on 27th.March 1945. Altogether 2,400 V1's landed in Britain in the 9 months from June 1944 to March 1945, causing 5,580 deaths & 16,200 serious casualties. There were 1,115 V2's in the six months from September 1944 to March 1945, causing 2,800 deaths & 6,500 casualties. The destruction of houses & buildings was enormous - 133,000 homes destroyed in London alone, not counting public buildings. The number damaged & afterwards rebuilt was at least 10 times greater, may be more.

Whistling Bombs
The Nazis had the bright idea of attaching whistles to some of their bombs, so we could hear them coming down. It was supposed to frighten people out of their wits, but it merely got on their nerves - especially when the whistle was repeatedly imitated by small boys re-playing the previous night's raid! 

Wireless = Radio. 


