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SUMMARY

In the period between the First and Second World Wars evacuation came to be seen as a
military necessity in the event of future hostilities. In anticipation of immediate and
devastating bombardment of London and other British centres of economic and
strategic importance, the organised removal of ‘non-essential’ groups of civilians from
vulnerable areas was regarded as vital in order to save lives, preserve public morale and
prevent universal panic. This thesis studies the effects of official evacuation schemes
which were operated during the Second World War. Firstly, the background to
planning is outlined, with particular attention to organisation for evacuation from
Sheffield. Secondly, preparations for departure, the operation of the ‘Pied Piper’
programme, and resistance to evacuation, particularly with regard to Sheffield, are
covered, together with reactions in reception areas and methods employed in the
selection of billets. Thirdly, difficulties encountered in the reception areas, complaints
about evacuees, the premature drift homeward of evacuees and problems of education,
both nationally and locally, are discussed. Later evacuation plans, leading to the
“Trickle’ scheme and its accompanying problems, as well as overseas evacuation, the
effects of the Sheffield blitz, and further government planning are described. Finally
Operation ‘Rivulet’ (the ‘flying bomb’ evacuation) and the implications of the change
for the city of Sheffield from an evacuation zone to a reception area for victims of
rocket attacks in 1944 is examined, concluding with the final stages of the evacuation
scheme. Evacuation was an event of major social importance: massive upheaval
followed, conflicting cultures of urban and rural life were exposed and the gaping
chasm between classes was laid bare. The British public did not flee in unruly disorder:
on the contrary, countless thousands resisted evacuation - none more so than the people
of Sheffield. The reasons for this, and the broader significance of evacuation in the

‘people’s war’, are also suggested.
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INTRODUCTION

“The most part of them did convey their aged fathers and
mothers, their wives and little children, into the city of Troezen,
where the Troezenians received them very lovingly and gently.
For they gave order that they should be entertained of the
common charge, [...] and suffered the young children to gather
fruit wheresoever they found it, and furthermore, did hire
schoolmasters at the charge of the commonwealth, to bring them
up at school.”

The above is Plutarch’s description of the official evacuation of the civilian population
of Athens as a military necessity during the Persian invasion in 480 BC.! Nearly two
and a half thousand years later, another official evacuation of a civilian population as a

military necessity took place when invasion threatened western Europe.

During the first three days of September 1939, at the outbreak of the Second World
War, nearly 1,500,000 British people left their homes under the government’s
evacuation scheme.”> Many thousands of town- and city-dwellers, who may never in
their lives have ventured more than a few miles from home, found themselves
transported at very short notice to places they had not even heard of before. At the
same time, countless others made their own arrangements and removed themselves
independently from areas of danger to places of safety. It was a huge exodus, hitherto
unknown in Britain. Further movements of the civilian population took place under

official schemes in ensuing years, notably in 1940 as the threat of invasion loomed and

! Vita Themistoclis, 10, 5 (North’s translation), cited in R M Titmuss: Essays on ‘The Welfare State’, p.77
2 R M Titmuss: Problems of Social Policy, History of the Second World War, p.33 [all further reference
to this author will concern this publication]



with the onset of the Blitzkrieg on major industrial areas; throughout 1941 when
bombing raids were intermittently increased, and again in 1944 when Germany

unleashed its unmanned rocket attacks on London and the south of England.

Experiences of the Home Front in the First World War had brought home to the British
government the fact that in any future hostilities the country would no longer be safe
from invasion. Britain’s island status, which had afforded protection over many
centuries, had been breached by German zeppelin and aeroplane attacks. In the light of
this, and in the expectation that technology would continue to make rapid advances and
extend the range of aircraft, the government anticipated that in the event of war aerial
bombardment greater than anything ever known before would put the civilian

population in the front line and devastate industrial centres throughout the country.

Faced with this formidable prospect, Britain clearly had to be prepared to defend itself;
but it was difficult to judge accurately the threat posed by this new method of warfare.
In 1922 the possibility of a daily onslaught for an indefinite period upon London of
seventy-five tons of high explosives was anticipated. Thereafter estimates were
continually revised, reaching a peak in March 1939 when the Air Ministry warned of a
possible seven hundred tons each day for the first two weeks, with an unknown quantity
thenceforth.” Working on the basis of air-raid casualties suffered in 1917-18, the

Ministry assumed in 1924 that there would be fifty casualties per ton of bombs dropped:

3 Titmuss: op. cit., pp.4-,6



by 1938 the Air Raid Precautions Department had increased the figure to seventy-two

per ton.*

In hindsight it is clear that these estimates were vastly over-stated: the reality was that
when war was finally declared, no bombs fell at all during the first months, and the total
weight of those dropped by piloted aircraft in the whole of the war never reached the
amount predicted in 1939 for the first fourteen days. Bell held that part of the difficulty
in forecasting was that intelligence reports of Germany’s strength were often wide of
the mark.” However, it may be argued that the authorities faced an almost impossible

task in attempting to assess a situation which was unprecedented in history.

It was in the light of popular reaction to German air attacks in the First World War that,
in the inter-war years, the British government conceived its evacuation scheme. In 1917
Londoners were said to have panicked and caused rail and road chaos in their efforts to
flee from danger.® Fearing a breakdown in law and order in the event of even greater
and more devastating aerial bombardment, the government considered evacuation of
certain groups of civilians from target areas in any future hostilities to be a military
necessity. The chief priority for the authorities would necessarily be the prosecution of
war, but an important consideration would also be the extent to which the civilian

population might impede the war effort.

* Titmuss: op. cit., pp.13,14
3 P M H Bell: The Origins of the Second World War in Europe, p.180
¢ Titmuss: op. cit., p.18



The main objectives of the evacuation scheme were to preserve lives and to facilitate
civil defence by removing non-essential members of the country’s urban population
from target areas, dispersing them into areas of safety. The priority groups were
defined in 1938 as: (a) school children to be removed as school units in the charge of
their teachers; (b) younger children accompanied by their mothers or some other
responsible person; (c) expectant mothers; (d) adult blind persons and cripples whose
removal was feasible.” In the interests of military necessity and public morale it was
vital that any evacuation from the cities should be carried out in an efficient and orderly

manner, under official direction.®

The government evacuation scheme was conceived to cover the whole of Britain, but
there were regional variations in its operation. Wales was not to be involved in
evacuating its population, but was much concerned in reception. In Scotland, children
did not go out in school parties but were evacuated with their mothers.” In England, in
addition to large numbers of mothers with their young children evacuating under the
official scheme in the first days of September 1939, this first movement alone included
nearly 827,000 school children travelling in school parties with their teachers and other

voluntary helpers but without their parents.'°

The mass of complicated arrangements required in planning the evacuation scheme

called for a vast amount of administrative work. This involved dividing up the country

7 Titmuss: op. cit., pp.33,34
® PRO. ED.138/49

® Titmuss, op. cit., p.551,n.1
9ibid., p.103



into evacuation, neutral and reception areas; liaising between countless numbers of
local authorities; surveying receiving districts for billets; recruiting officials, escorts and
foster parents. The co-ordination of transport to take the refugees by bus, coach, train
and even by boat away from areas of perceived danger was a massive task. Financing

the operation was necessarily a vitally important factor.

But despite all the forward planning, this thesis will argue, the architects of the scheme
had little inkling of what it all meant to the people actually involved. Planners saw the
exercise in terms of numbers rather than of people: in consequence, human feelings
were neglected because there was little or no consultation with those who were to be
most affected. Parents were expected to send their children away at very short notice to
unknown destinations to live with strangers for an indefinite period of time, not
knowing when they would see them again. Those responsible for drawing up the plans
simply did not understand that this was an unbearable and incomprehensible concept

for close-knit, mainly working-class families of the inner cities.

The first operation necessarily received the most attention for, because it was a
movement of unprecedented scale, it is the most documented. But evacuation in Britain
involved a constant migration of its inhabitants, with an estimated 4,000,000 people
dealt with officially under the various government schemes which developed according
to need throughout the war.!! There is no way of accurately calculating the numbers of
those who made their own private arrangements, for no records were kept of individuals

who did not call upon official agencies for help.

W H L Smith (ed): War and Social Change, p.7



Although the first government programme, code-named ‘Operation Pied Piper’, was
initially seen as a blue-print for further official schemes, it quickly became apparent
that it could not be adhered to slavishly. Even at the outset substantial changes were
made to the programme. When it was seen that the number of travellers was so much
smaller than expected the original four-day plan was suddenly compressed into three
days, resulting in chaos in many evacuation and reception areas. In such a massive
undertaking as this, it is perhaps extraordinary that there was not a single reported
casualty or serious accident.” Yet it was surely inevitable that, at both local and
national level, mistakes were made in carrying out the first official Evacuation Plan.
How could it be otherwise? Aerial warfare on the scale expected had never previously
been encountered: neither had any government or local authority been called upon
before to implement such a huge movement of its people within such a short time. The
first imperative was to get large groups of non-essential citizens away from danger:
what happened in the reception areas was necessarily regarded as of secondary

importance.

As German troops swept through Western Europe invasion became a very real threat to
Britain. Southern and eastern coastal towns, earlier designated reception or neutral
areas, were rapidly re-classified as danger zones, and some evacuees experienced their
second move as they (and their hosts) were hastily transferred inland. When the long-
dreaded bombing materialised, the ‘Trickle’ programme dealt with further movements
of refugees from air-raids on industrial centres: some parents, hitherto apathetic or

unwilling to evacuate their children, were frightened into action and sent them away.

12 Titmuss, op. cit., p.101



Further evacuation took place throughout 1940 and 1941, largely dictated by the
frequency and ferocity of enemy action on civilian targets. Attacks by unmanned
aircraft in 1944 brought the last evacuations of the war, in Operation ‘Rivulet’. Many
of the early mistakes and grievances were rectified as time went on, but others

continued to the end of the migrations.

Evacuation proved to be an exercise of major social importance. Massive upheaval
ensued. Not only was a significant degree of dislocation of the urban population
produced as thousands of families were broken up; in rural districts domestic privacy
was invaded, and the education system became a shambles in both evacuation and
reception areas. Conflicting cultures of urban and rural life were exposed: class
divisions, though to some extent initially over-ridden in the interests of efficiency,
revealed yawning chasms which led to problems in many reception areas. It may be an
over-simplification to state that those in the upper and middle classes were the most
likely to make their own private evacuation arrangements, independent of the
government scheme. But, because it was mainly the inner arcas of Britain's major
industrial centres which were the most likely targets, the fact was that the great majority

of ‘official’ evacuees were from the working class and many of them were poor.

There is no doubt that the country at large suffered a profound shock when Operation
‘Pied Piper’ exposed the social conditions of large towns and cities in Britain. On the
one hand, ordinary people in villages and country towns struggled to cope with the
physical problems encountered as they were compelled to share their homes with
strangers who often arrived ill-clad and ill-equipped for life in a completely alien

environment, who seemed to adhere to entirely different standards of behaviour. On the



the other, the middle and upper classes throughout the land were rocked by the
revelations of poverty and deprivation endured by the masses who inhabited the inner
cities - problems which had hitherto been overlooked or denied. Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain, an erstwhile ‘progressive’ Health Minister in Baldwin’s government,

wrote at this time to his sister:

“She [Dorothy] tells us of how one hostess said to her I never
knew that such conditions existed, and I feel ashamed of having
been so ignorant of my neighbours.”"

This statement has been mistakenly attributed to Chamberlain himself.!* Nevertheless,
the sentiments expressed may well have reflected the Premier’s feelings and those of

many of his class.

It has often been claimed that an important outcome of the evacuation which took place
in the Second World War was the breaking down of class barriers: but the reality, it may
be argued, was somewhat different. Certainly it had early been foreseen that in the
event of wartime emergency it would not be possible to cater for individual needs, and
official schemes for evacuation were therefore intended to be carried out irrespective of
class, race or creed. What had not been anticipated was the shock received by middle-
class householders as children from poor inner-city areas were delivered to their
doorsteps. However, it may be argued that even if it had been possible to match

evacuees with foster families of similar social status and religion, the strain on urban

13 Neville Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain (Dorothy was Chamberlain’s daughter): Neville Chamberlain
Papers, University of Birmingham Library, ref NC.18/1/1121 (courtesy of R Mee)

“ The source of the error appears to be P Addison: The Road to 1945, p.72. Among those who have
followed Addison are J Macnicol, “The effect of the evacuation of schoolchildren on official attitudes to
State intervention” in H L Smith (ed): War and Social Change: British Society in the Second World
War, p.8, and A Davies Where Did the Forties Go?, p.28



and rural peoples forced to live together for an indefinite period of time would have

been too great in any case and the experience was always destined to end unhappily.

Some of the hostility shown by householders towards their ‘guests’ was inevitable and
often understandable. Although the government strongly urged parents to send their
children out of the cities, it stopped short at compulsion - sensing that such a course
would be doomed to failure. But rural people felt aggrieved, for while evacuation itself
was voluntary, the billeting of evacuees was not: the Civil Defence Act of 1939
empowered the government to compel local authorities to receive evacuees and obliged

householders to take them in."

Moreover, complaints were soon heard that wealthy
owners of ‘big houses’ in rural areas were allowed to shirk their responsibilities while
advantage was taken of poorer villagers. When the newcomers arrived, hosts were
outraged at the condition and behaviour of some: there was a furious outcry as the press

took up and publicised critical accounts coming in from reception areas across Britain:

in consequence, evacuees were universally condemned and stigmatised.

Despite the best intentions of officialdom, class differences could not be avoided.
While evacuation was a human problem which transcended class, its operation was
dictated by human factors. Upper- and middle-class parents in danger zones could
avoid many of the problems of official programmes by evacuating themselves and their
children privately. Some international companies set up their own schemes offering
safe havens abroad for the families of their employees. In addition, there were groups

of American intellectuals who offered sanctuary to the children of their British

1 Titmuss: op. cit., p.88
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counterparts.'® The gulf between the classes was surely typified by Harold Nicolson
who, while poor and working-class parents in city tenements were struggling to send
their children away with the bare minimum of a change of clothing, wrote to his wife,

Vita Sackville-West:

“You will have to get the Buick in a fit state to start with a full
petrol-tank. You should put inside it some food for 24 hours,
and pack in the back your jewels and my diaries. You will want

clothes and anything else very precious, but the rest will have to
be left behind.”"

Millions of civilians were deeply affected by evacuation, especially at the outbreak of
war but also in 1940 after the onset of air-raids, and again in the rocket attacks of 1944
and 1945. Moreover, it was not only evacuees whose lives were changed, sometimes
for ever. Parents and grandparents, brothers and sisters, teachers who left their own
families to move with the children were also affected, as well as the many volunteers
who helped to organise the scheme or acted as escorts on long journeys - and that was
only in the evacuation areas. In the reception areas evacuation also took its toll: it
dominated the lives of foster parents and their families, billeting officers, voluntary
workers, teachers and indigenous school children who had to share their facilities with
the incomers. Even those living in neutral areas did not escape its impact, as some
families from the other zones moved house rather than give up their children or open
their homes to strangers. Considering this, it is perhaps curious that so little has been

written about this migration: indeed, it seems to the writer that there has been a dearth

'6 A Spokes Symonds (ed): Havens Across the Sea, p.1
17 N Nicolson (ed): Harold Nicolson: Diaries and Letters 1939-1945, p.88
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of research on evacuation in its entirety and little attempt to place it within the context

of the history of the war.

In researching the subject it has largely been necessary to refer to relevant parts of more
general works on the Second World War. By far the most outstanding work is the
volume by R M Titmuss: Problems of Social Policy, which forms part of the series The
Official History of the Second World War and includes within it perhaps the most
comprehensive and detailed information on British evacuation available anywhere.
Despite the passage of fifty years since the end of hostilities, Titmuss’s factual
information remains unchallenged, though his belief that class differences became less
defined as a result of evacuation is more open to question. Because it is the only work
of its kind, this volume has of necessity been extensively consulted for statistical
details, not only in this thesis but also by all of the authors of books on evacuation since

its publication in 1950.

There appear to have been few attempts to examine the subject as closely since then,
although recent exceptions are Bob Holman: The Evacuation: A Very British Revolution
and Richard Samways: We Think You Ought to Go: An Account of the Evacuation of
Children from London during the Second World War, both published in 1995, and
Martin Parsons: “I’ll Take That One”: Dispelling the Myths of Civilian Evacuation
1939-45, published in December 1998. In the 1980s the wealth of wartime documents
made available by the Public Record Office attracted mainly American authors to
publish detailed accounts, namely Carlton Jackson: Who Will Take Our Children?
(chiefly concerned with overseas evacuation), Travis L Crosby: The Impact of Civilian

Evacuation in the Second World War, and Ruth Inglis: The Children’s War: Evacuation
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1939-1945. There have also been some recent efforts to treat the subject historically,
mainly for school pupils by, for instance, Derek Johnson: Exodus of Children, Fiona

Reynoldson: The Home Front: Evacuation and Martin Parsons: Evacuation.

Various useful surveys were made on behalf of particular agencies during the actual
course of the war, especially in the early years. Among these, perhaps the most notable
researchers in 1940 were Richard Padley and Margaret Cole, who produced their
Evacuation Survey for the Fabian Society, and Susan Isaacs, whose Cambridge
Evacuation Survey was funded by the Mental Health Emergency Committee and carried
out by a committee of social workers, sociologists, psychologists, teachers and
psychotherapists, concentrating on the reception of a relatively small number of
children. In the same year Women’s Institutes in villages throughout the country
reported members’ experiences in Town Children Through Country Eyes: A Survey of
Evacuation. The Hygiene Committee of the Women’s Group on Public Welfare
produced an important report, Our Towns: A Close-Up, in 1943. The problem is that,
because these surveys were undertaken during the course of the war and not afterwards,

their findings, however scholarly, were surely necessarily limited.

While professionals and voluntary bodies collected and published on evacuation mostly
as seen from the reception areas, evacuees’ views have been largely overlooked by
historians and sociologists. True, there exist a few excellent anecdotal collections,
notably by Bryan Johnson: The Evacuees and Ben Wicks: No Time to Wave Goodbye,
and The Day They Took the Children, as well as some personal accounts of evacuees’
own experiences, such as Bryan Breed: / Know a Rotten Place: An Evacuee's Story

Forty Years On and head teacher Judith Grunfeld’s account: Shefford: The Story of a
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Jewish School Community in Evacuation, 1939-1945. One reason for this lack of
research on evacuees may be that the majority came from the poor, urban working class
who were less articulate and certainly carried less political clout than their hosts and

hostesses.

In the light of the country’s first devastating experiences of evacuation, which were
revealed within days and so widely publicised, several articles were contributed by
educational psychologists, teachers and educationists to publications such as The British
Journal of Educational Psychology and Education, the official organ of the Association
of Education Committees, in the early years of the war. However, after the first flush of
enthusiasm and concern, interest in the subject appears to have dwindled until in 1944
and 1945 only one or two journal articles can be found. Some sociologists also
responded to the problems thrown up in the first two or three years of the war by
publishing articles in, for example, Social Work. Again, it appears that their interest
waned as the war progressed. There seems to have been a mild revival in the local
effect of evacuation in the past few years, as evidenced by a few articles in History of

Education (1989) and History of Education Society Bulletin (1992).

Through evacuation the eyes of the country as a whole, and of the establishment in
particular, were opened to facts of urban poverty and squalid living conditions which
had previously been hidden or ignored. Some historians, notably Titmuss,'® hold that

these revelations were a major factor in the development of social reforms in the years

18 Titmuss: op. cit., pp.507-11
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immediately following the war. In the 1980s Jackson agreed,'” but Macnicol took issue
with this theory, pointing to the fact that many measures had already been mooted
before 1939.2° More recently Holman asserts that evacuation was the catalyst which
pushed the government into making the plans a reality;*! and Parsons concurs with this
view.”> Crosby, on the other hand, holds that the main impact was political - that
evacuation revealed to the urban poor the realities of class and privilege” and voting
patterns were changed, leading to the Labour landslide victory of 1945. The view that
class attitudes became more egalitarian was strongly defended by many, including

Titmuss,*

and just as energetically opposed by others such as Macnicol.”> These
arguments, however, will not form a part of this thesis, for its purpose is not to evaluate
any perceived change in class attitudes or provision of social services which may or

may not have been brought about by evacuation, but to trace its effect upon the people

of Sheffield, and upon school children in particular.

It has been necessary to try to gain an insight into the problems encountered in both the
evacuation and the reception areas. Questions are addressed about reasons for the
reluctance of parents (and in particular the marked unwillingness of Sheffield people) to
respond to official demands to send children away from areas of perceived danger, and

for the early return of so many of those who did initially obey the government’s call.

19 C Jackson: Who Will Take Our Children?, p.187

% Macnicol: op. cit., p.22

21 B Holman: Evacuation: A Very British Experience, p.129

22 M L Parsons: “I"ll Take That One”, p.211

33 T L Crosby: The Impact of Civilian Evacuation in the Second World War, p.146
24 Titmuss: op. cit., p.508

25 Macnicol: op. cit., p.21
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Why did some children remain in the reception areas, despite the fact that so many of
their peers had gone home? What part did social class play, not only in the
arrangements made by parents for their children, but in the operation of the scheme in
the rural areas of Britain? How were the children received by foster parents, many of
whom were forced to take them against their will in the first place? What happened
about education? Did later schemes receive a better response - or was it a case of ‘once

bitten, twice shy’ on both sides?

A detailed study has been undertaken of evacuation as it affected the citizens of
Sheffield, and in particular its school children. This city was chosen because it is seen
as particularly interesting. As a major industrial centre many of its inner-city districts
were designated ‘evacuation zones’ and extensive plans were drawn up for a massive
programme to move school children with their teachers, as well as mothers with young
children and other priority groups, away from these perceived danger areas at the
beginning of the war. Other districts in and surrounding the city were deemed to be
neutral, and no mass movement of people was undertaken officially, although many
people evacuated themselves privately from these areas. No areas of the city itself were
designated reception areas at the outset, but in 1944 Sheffield did become a receiving
area for upwards of 10,000 evacuees, both official and unofficial, fleeing from German
V1 and V2 rocket attacks on London and southern England. The city can, therefore,
claim to have witnessed all Sides of the evacuation experience and may be said to be

worthy of investigation for this reason alone.

But there is another, arguably more pressing, reason for inquiring into the effect of

evacuation on Sheffield. Despite all the detailed planning, fewer than nine thousand
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people left the city under the first programme.® The percentage of eligible children
evacuated fell lamentably below that of every other county borough in England, with
the sole exception of its close neighbour, Rotherham, which was not designated a
danger zone until late in the day. The comparison between Sheffield’s 15% and, for
instance, Salford’s 76% or Manchester's 69%2’ is patently worthy of study.
Furthermore, by 5 December 1939 more than half of the few who had been evacuated
from Sheffield had returned,”® and by the following month less than one tenth of the
city’s eligible children remained in the reception areas - again, among the lowest in the
land.”® Even the serious blitz on the city in December 1940 did not persuade the

majority of parents to send their children away.

What was the reason for this abysmal response? Little enlightenment has been
forthcoming from local publicgtions on the history of Sheffield: even those concerning
the city during the Second World War either ignore the subject altogether or merely
make passing reference to evacuation. A member of Sheffield Local Studies Library
staff reflected the popular misconception of the city’s role to the author of this thesis:
“There is very little in the library on Sheffield evacuation in 1939 - they were all back
within a month, weren’t they?” Many people who were of school age or older and who
lived in danger zones during the war years believe that no evacuation took place from
the city at all. Local newspapers appear to support in some measure Ritchie Calder’s

contention, that Sheffield had prepared early for evacuating children to selected and

% Sheffield Education Committee: Survey April 1939 - March 1947, p.4
37 Titmuss: op cit., p.550,1

* ibid., p.544

? ibid., p.173
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familiar areas of Derbyshire,” and it was the government’s intervention which caused a
backlash from parents, resulting in the failure of the programme locally. But it will be

asserted that many leading councillors, too, played a part in the city’s poor showing.

In an effort to seek answers, a thorough investigation of available primary sources has
been undertaken. An extensive search of Sheffield Archives has been made: it is clear
that much weeding of records has taken place, but draft minutes of some committees
dealing with civil defence were unearthed, which are listed in the Bibliography to this
thesis and which gave a few invaluable insights into the planning and execution of
evacuation programmes as they affected the city. The printed minutes of meetings of
Sheffield City Council and of its Education Committee for the years 1937-1947 have
been consulted but do not yield very much detail: enlightenment regarding bald
statements of ‘Reports received’ has often been forthcoming only by consulting

provincial newspapers of the period.

A list of all the schools scheduled for evacuation was obtained from Sheffield
Education Department Library and it was hoped to make an extensive survey of the log-
books of at least the majority of these in an effort to shed some light on
communications between school officials and parents, as well as on preparations for
and operation of the various evacuation programmes, not only in 1939 but after the blitz
on the city in December 1940. It was anticipated that an interesting picture would
emerge of experiences of staff and pupils in the reception areas and of how teachers

coped with educating the children in their charge in new environments.

30 R Calder, “The School Child” in R Padley & M Cole (eds): Evacuation Survey, p-145
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Unfortunately, of the seventy-five schools listed, log-books were available in the
Sheffield Archives for only sixteen. Some schools had been bombed during the war,
many had closed during the intervening fifty years, and a few head teachers have
retained their log-books. Twenty-nine log-books covering the various departments of
the sixteen schools had been deposited at the Archives and these, together with some
other log books of schools in neutral areas, were scrutinised - with, however, a
somewhat disappointing result. Many head teachers made scant mention of either
planning or the event itself, recording only the barest details of this momentous event in
their school’s history, and some ignored it altogether. Of the few who made more than
a passing reference to the subject only one or two gave detailed information regarding
the exodus from Sheffield and arrival in the reception area. School admissions
registers, which may have proved useful indicators of the extent of wartime migration,

were not accessible in these Archives, being subject to closure for seventy-five years.

As in the case of Sheffield Archives, with the passage of time many files held in both
the Leicestershire Record Office and in Nottinghamshire Archives have been subject to
considerable weeding, and many records have no doubt been lost in this way.
Leicestershire’s Attendance Registers of Evacuated School Parties were useful in
highlighting the ebb and flow of Sheffield’s evacuee school children in that county, but
unfortunately no similar records exist for Nottinghamshire. Nevertheless, extensive
searches were made in both of these departments and some log-books and admissions
registers were traced. These were inspected, with more favourable results: life in small
country schools in the reception areas was significantly affected by the influx of

numbers of town children and this may account for more detailed record-keeping.
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The Local Studies Departments of Central Libraries in the cities of Leicester,
Nottingham and Sheffield were visited, as well as several local libraries in the reception
areas. Minutes of meetings of the relevant County Councils and Education Committees
were combed, as well as Reports of School Medical Officers for the appropriate period.
The former yielded only limited information, with greater detail being provided by local
newspaper reports of the meetings; but the latter proved more productive. Some local
libraries were found to hold published and unpublished works recording wartime
reminiscences of local people, but with one exception (J Perry et al (eds): Shepshed:

Wartime Memories) these contained little more than passing reference to evacuation.

While strenuous efforts were made to discover how Sheffield and its receiving areas
coped with the problem of evacuation in the early years of hostilities, the question of
migration into the city, when the tables were turned in 1944 and former evacuation and
neutral zones became reception areas, has not been overlooked. Little written reference
to this subject was found in school log-books or in Sheffield City Council and
Education Committee Minutes although some details were discovered in draft Minutes
of the city’s Emergency Committee for Civil Defence. It was necessary, therefore, to
consult newspaper reports which were prolific at first but few and far between after the
arrival of several parties of evacuees, and to conduct oral interviews. The conclusion
reached was that, although there was sympathy with the victims of rocket attacks, this
evacuation was an event of comparatively little significance in the life of the city, at a
time when the interest of ordinary people in the war was waning and it was generally

accepted that victory would be achieved.
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The voices of evacuees themselves have largely gone unheard and ignored by historians
despite the fact that this vast migration created a huge impact both on a personal level,
upon the individuals concerned, and on a wider level, upon British wartime society as a
whole. It has been impossible, of course, to collect an account of the full effect of
evacuation upon those who were involved;, but some oral interviews have been
undertaken with former evacuees who travelled under official government schemes and
with others whose parents made arrangements privately, as well as with teachers who
accompanied school parties and householders who opened their homes to refugees.
Due to the passage of time and increasing age of the subjects, it was easier to find

former evacuees than it was to locate representatives of other categories.

Interviews have provided fascinating, and often moving, reminiscences and have
yielded much interesting information, not only in regard to the mechanics of evacuation
as it affected those involved, but more importantly in gaining an insight into the
children’s feelings about leaving home and their experiences of reception, in particular
of billets and foster parents. In this way it has been possible to obtain some (necessarily
limited) overall view of the subject, particularly as it affected Sheffield people.
Nevertheless, it must be accepted that memories may be somewhat unreliable after
more than half a century has passed: they can be unconsciously selective and they may
not always be accurate, however genuinely interviewees believe them to be. Interviews
cannot, therefore, be considered as conclusive evidence: they can, however, be useful in
illustrating points made by historians, and it is in this context that those conducted in

the course of this research have been used.
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With regard to other primary sources, Mass-Observation Archives provided a body of
data expressing the views of ordinary people about life in Britain during the war and
revealing illuminating insights into opinions of the ‘man or woman in the street’ (or
village) on evacuees and evacuation. The Imperial War Museum contains many diaries
and personal accounts, some of which were consulted, none, however, referred
specifically to the situation regarding Sheffield. Likewise, although the Public Record
Office merited thorough investigation and yielded much interesting information, little
was discovered which expressly related to evacuation out of and, in the latter part of the
war, into this particular area. Hansard was consulted for reports of Parliamentary

debates on the subject.

Contemporary newspapers, which were the chief form of communication at the time
and helped to form public opinion of both national and local issues, have been combed.
The Times was largely relied upon for the national perspective, while Sheffield,
Nottinghamshire and Leicestershire publications gave local information in both the
evacuating and receiving areas under special scrutiny. In Sheffield, coverage after the
first exodus was often meagre and relegated to inside pages, the front pages being given
over to the progress of war. The ‘Letters’ columns and editorials have provided
disappointingly little indication of local opinion of evacuation in either Sheffield or its
many reception areas, both in reference to the planning stages of the programme and its
operation. Whether this was due to apathy of readers and contributors, to an editorial
policy opposed to ‘rocking the boat’, or in accordance with official government policy
can only be surmised - but, seen from a present-day viewpoint, such reticence on the

part of those most closely involved seems remarkable.
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The officials who conceived the government scheme could have no comprehension of
the enormous impact that their plans would make on the lives of vast numbers of the
population of Britain. How, it may be asked, could these upper- and middle-class,
mainly male and military architects of evacuation, who traditionally sent their own
young children away from their comfortable homes at an early age to boarding schools
apparently without a qualm, understand the enormity of their demands upon the close-
knit families of the poor? The answer would seem to lie in the fact that they could not

comprehend, because it was outside the realm of their experience.

This thesis begins by studying the background to the government evacuation scheme.
Various plans devised by the British government in its efforts, firstly, to safeguard law
and order and, secondly, to protect the civilian population are outlined, with particular
attention to organisation for evacuation from Sheffield. Preparations for departure,
including problems which arose at stations and on journeys are described, and responses
to evacuation are discussed. Thirdly, the arrival of evacuees and muddles at detraining
points, methods of selection and the shortfall in numbers arriving are covered. The
fourth and fifth chapters are concerned with difficulties encountered in the reception
areas, including complaints against evacuees, parental visits and billeting anomalies,
problems of private evacuation, the drift homeward of evacuees and education. Chapter
Six describes the ‘Trickle’ evacuation and its accompanying problems, as well as
overseas evacuation, the effects of the Sheffield blitz, and further government planning.
Before concluding, the last chapter examines the ‘flying bomb’ evacuation and its

implications for the people of Sheffield and the final stages of the evacuation scheme.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE BACKGROUND TO PLANNING

The government evacuation scheme had its roots in the air raids of the First World War,
when enemy bombing had demonstrated that Britain, hitherto protected for centuries by
the sea, would henceforth be vulnerable to devastating attack from the air. It was clear
that any future warfare could bring the danger of even more sophisticated and accurate
acrial bombardment than had ever previously been experienced, and that measures must
be taken to prevent the weakening of public morale. One important step, as has been
seen, would be to move non-essential groups of the population away from areas of
perceived danger. What was not so clear at this time, and indeed for many years, was
the enormity of the impact of such a move, in terms of social dislocation, on the morale

of the British people.

It has been argued that the government evacuation scheme was designed “simply and
solely as a military expedient, a counter-move to the enemy’s objective of attacking and
demoralising the civilian population.” Only four years after the end of the First World
War, Lord Balfour had warned of the possibility in any future conflict of "a torrent of
high explosives” and “unremitting bombardment of a kind which no city [...] has ever
had to endure”.> When the Committee of Imperial Defence was charged to review civil

defence policy in 1924, a major anxiety of the authorities was not merely the protection

! R M Titmuss: Problems of Social Policy: History of the Second World War, p.23
2 PRO CAB.3/3 C.1D.108-A, 29.5.22, cited in Titmuss: op. cit., p.5
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of the civilian population in the event of war but, at least as important (and arguably
even more so) the prevention of a possible breakdown of law and order. Fears were
based on reports of public reaction to German air attacks in 1917 and 1918, when
thousands of Londoners were said to have fled from the bombing in terror. Some had
sought shelter in underground railway stations, while others were alleged to have
caused rail and road congestion in their efforts to escape from the city, many deserting
posts essential for the maintenance of public services.’ This nervous reaction to the air
raids was alleged to have been out of all proportion to their material effect, but in
consequence a preoccupation with panic in the population formed a significant factor in

government planning in ensuing years.

Three hundred tons of bombs had been dropped on the British Isles during the whole of
the First World War. By 1924 the Air Raid Precautions Sub-Committee of the Imperial
Defence Committee was forecasting that in any future hostilities London could be

bombarded with one hundred tons of high explosives and incendiaries in a single day,

4 Continual

which, it was said, would undoubtedly cause hysteria in the population.
upward revision of bombing estimates throughout the following fifteen years did
nothing to lessen official concern about public reaction: on the contrary, the question of

civilian behaviour was a key topic of discussion at successive meetings of the Imperial

Defence Committee in the run-up to war.

It was anxiety about public morale that led the Evacuation Sub-Committee of the

Imperial Defence Committee, appointed in 1931, to consider as a priority, not so much

3 Titmuss: op. cit., p.18
4 ibid., p.5
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the problem of removing people from danger, but that of preventing panic and ‘a
disorderly general flight’. An early solution suggested by this Sub-Committee was that
the police force should be expanded so that a cordon could be thrown around the
metropolis.’ The authorities’ mistrust of the masses was further demonstrated by
Winston Churchill’s statement in the House of Commons in November 1934:

“We must expect that under the pressure of continuous air

attack upon London at least 3,000,000 or 4,000,000 people

would be driven out into the open country around the

Metropolis. This vast mass of human beings [...] would

confront the government of the day with an administrative
problem of the first magnitude.”

It is evident that this was a general reflection of the attitude of the establishment to the
urban public, for similar fears continued to be expressed throughout the ensuing years -
for instance, the Home Secretary stated in November 1937. “We must have on the
ground a system of air raid precautions that will ensure the country against panic.”7
Discussions between the War Office, the Home Office and the Metropolitan Police
from 1937 concluded that extra police, and perhaps even troops, would be needed to

control London’s population in the event of a future war involving Blitzkrieg bombing ®

The Ministry of Health was charged to consider arrangements to deal with what it
perceived to be an ‘inevitable’ increase in cases of neuroses: some estimates held that
these would outnumber physical injuries by three to one.” In 1938 the Munich crisis

appeared to bear out government concern about panic in the population, as 150,000

3 Titmuss: op. cit., p.18, n.1

¢ HoC Deb. 28.11.34, Vol. 295, Col. 859

7 HoC Deb. 15.11.37, Vol. 329, Col. 41

® Titmuss: op. cit., p.19

? PRO CAB.HIST/S/4/4/18, cited in Titmuss: op. cit., p.20
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people were reported to have quickly removed themselves from London to Wales and
the West Country, temporarily overloading the railways system.'© However, it could be
argued that government action immediately following Munich did not help to calm
fears or strengthen public confidence, as people were informed by wireless and
newspapers that throughout the country the distribution of 38,000,000 gas masks
(already manufactured and in store) was to begin immediately and over two hundred

11" At this time

miles of trenches were to be dug in London and other industrial areas.
inhabitants of Sheffield, for example, learned that a start had already been made in that
city for 120,000 of its inhabitants had already been fitted with gas masks and work was
in hand to dig several trenches in public parks to accommodate 15,000 people:.'2

Despite the early start, however, some Sheffield people had still not received their gas

masks by May the following year.?

Early attention had been given by the Evacuation Sub-Committee to the subject of
evacuating “les bouches inutiles” - mainly women, children and invalids - from the
metropolis and vulnerable provincial towns and cities in the event of war.' It was clear
that wholesale evacuation of the civilian population was out of the question. The
normal activities of the capital city had to carry on or risk severe damage to public

morale. On the other hand, the expected aerial bombing of London would require the

'* T H O’Brien: Civil Defence: History of the Second World War, p.164

1 G A N Lowndes: The Social Revolution, p.199

'? The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 26.9.1938, p.4; 27.9.1938, p.3; also The Sheffield Star:
28.9.1938, p.7

'3 The Sheffield Star: 22.5.1939, p.7

¥ O’Brien: op. cit., p.23
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large-scale movement of ‘non-essential’ people away from danger, and an orderly

dispersal was necessary to avoid casualties and minimise panic.

The Sub-Committee’s report, presented in June 1934, persuaded the government of the
need for detailed plans for such an evacuation from London. These plans were
subsequently drawn up, covering the co-ordination of railway timetables, estimates of
the probable cost to the Government (approximately £920,000 per week at the outset)
and of the extent of available accommodation within a fifty-mile radius of London. At
this early stage it was expected that three-quarters of the capital’s total population
would need to be evacuated, on a voluntary basis, and the intention at this time was that

complete families should move together wherever possible. '

Yet despite the fact that the subject of evacuation was receiving considerable attention
in official quarters, the public at large were unaware of it, for the activities of the
various committees received little publicity until the mid-1930s. It was not until July
1934 that the Prime Minister stated in a House of Commons debate on civil defence:
“Our plans have been carried as far as is possible without wider
publicity than has hitherto been deemed to be in the public

interest. [...] before long steps will be taken to communicate
the necessary instructions to the public generally.”¢

The government’s reticence may be partly explained by the perceived political need to
avoid naming Germany as a potential enemy and encouraging war. But one
consequence was that much more attention was focused on public order than on other

important factors: Macnicol has argued, for instance, that essential discussions between

'3 Titmuss: op. cit., p.24
16 HoC Deb. 30.7.1934, Vol. 292, Cols. 2335-6
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local authorities and with central administration were inhibited, with neither knowing
quite what the other was doing.'” The matter which was to cause so many problems
throughout the war - accommodation for displaced urban populations - appears to have
received little consideration in comparison with the meticulous attention given to the

problem of dispersal, in the early stages of the planning process at least.

Even when the ARP Department of the Home Office was formed, in April 1935, the
local authorities were not taken into the Government’s confidence and education of the
public on civil defence did not include the possibility of evacuation. After six months
of deliberations there was still no official mention of it; the Department’s first circular
sent to regional bodies concentrated on such measures as gas attacks and air raid
precautions. Although the subject of mass movement of the population was raised in
sub-committees of the Committee of Imperial Defence, it was not until November 1936
that the existence of evacuation plans was tacitly admitted, when a report from Sir
William Beveridge to the Committee of Imperial Defence stated:

“The evacuation of London needs to be thought out in terms, not

of transport only but of reception, housing (by compulsory

billeting if necessary) and feeding. [...] No doubt those who

are concerned with evacuation are making plans about food as
well 18

The potential danger of air attack was constantly scrutinised and regularly reviewed
after Hitler’s rise and consolidation of power in Nazi Germany. Then, in January 1937,

the Air Ministry radically and suddenly increased its estimates of German military

17 § Macnicol, “The effect of the evacuation of schoolchildren on official attitudes to State intervention” in
H L Smith (ed): War and Social Change: British Society in the Second World War, p.11
'8 PRO CAB.4/25 C.1.D.1276-B, 11.11.36, cited in Titmuss: op. cit., p.25
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expansion and capacity. In the event of war it was now predicted that there would be an
expected death toll of 600,000, with twice that number injured over a period of sixty
days. There was a general expectation that the enemy would initially try to deliver a
‘knock-out blow” with London as prime target, and ports and provincial industrial cities

and towns as secondary goals."

Clearly, air attacks would cause serious disorganisation and disruption of public
services, and it was seen by the authorities as inevitable that huge numbers of people
would seek to flee the cities to escape danger: evacuation now had to be tackled in a
more comprehensive way in order to prevent widespread panic. By this time the
Evacuation Sub-Committee’s report of 1934, with its timetables and figures, was out of
date. All its particulars had to be re-thought and broadened to encompass not just

London but many other vulnerable areas beyond the capital.

Inexplicably, the Air Raid Precautions Bill in November 1937 contained no reference to
evacuation when first presented to the house of Commons: indeed, the Home Secretary
initially resisted demands for an amendment to include it. It was not until the
committee stage of the Bill, a month later, and after continual pressure from Members
of Parliament, that the omission was rectified by a clause requiring local authorities to
draw up schemes and provide information to assist the government in evacuation
plans.”® Some politicians were not reassured, however. The Times reported the concern

of Captain A Graham, Unionist Member for Wirral:

' Titmuss: op. cit., p.13
% HoC Deb. 7.12.37, Vol. 330, Cols. 231,258
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“In most of the principal countries of Europe plans for
evacuation have been entirely worked out. We, as so often, are
deplorably behind the times.”

Others expressed different concerns: for example, Sir Richard Glyn, Unionist Member
for Abingdon, criticised the wholesale evacuation of people and exhorted Members not
to encourage panic by making speeches which would encourage people to think there
would be evacuation of large numbers because, he stated, he considered it simply was

not possible.”!

It has been seen that, up to the end of 1937, the general public had not been informed of
the government’s intentions. Indeed, it may be argued that the government itself was
not sure of its way forward, for the evacuation scheme was still in the early stages of
development and subject to alteration throughout the early months of 1938. In January
the Board of Education had issued Circular No. 1461 advising local authorities in
vulnerable areas to consider evacuation since it was the Board’s intention to close all
schools for the duration of any future war.”? Then, in March, the same authorities were
told not to take any action until the Home Office issued them with specific directions.
The following month witnessed Sir Samuel Hoare, Home Secretary, assuring the House
of Commons that the whole subject was being pursued thoroughly but the question of
shelter provision needed to be settled before clear directives on evacuation could be

given to local authorities.”? In view of this prevarication, it seems hardly surprising that

2! The Times: 8.12.37,p.7
22 Titmuss: op. cit., p.26,n.5
B ibid., p.27,n.1
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many Members of Parliament and regional bodies throughout Britain were becoming

fidgety.

Sheffield was a case in point. When the ARP Sub-Committee of the City Council met
in February 1938, Circular 1461 was examined. Council members regarded it as “being
too nebulous” and referred it back to the Board of Education with a request for
guidance in the form of a model plan. On being informed that no such plan had been
prepared, the Sub-Committee then requested the Board to “urge upon the Home Office
the necessity for preparing a model plan immediately”, requiring at the same time that
their views should be passed on to the Prime Minister, the Secretary of State for the
Home Department, the President of the Board of Education and all the local Members

of Parliament.?*

The reaction of local authorities demonstrated that independent regional schemes would
cause confusion: it was clear that national organisation was needed both to define which
areas were at risk and to assess facilities available in areas deemed to be relatively safe.
The government’s own plans for evacuation were apparently getting nowhere, and
might even be said to be hindering local initiatives. At the beginning of May 1938,
London County Council approved the principle of evacuating school children, but the
Home Office refused to instigate a survey of potential accommodation. When Duncan
Sandys asked Sir Samuel Hoare if it would not expedite the whole preparation for air
raid precautions to allow a survey, the reply was: “I am inclined to think that it would

225

not In fact, a national billeting survey was not undertaken until the following

2 Sheffield Education Committee: Report 1938/39, pp.38-9
2 HoC Deb. 12.5.38, Vol. 335, Col. 1703
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January. Part of the problem was financial: local authorities were reluctant to take on
the costs involved, and the government did not provide them with adequate finance to
cover the full extent of civil defence. Indeed, wrangling over finances was to dog

successive evacuation programmes throughout the early years of the war.

A realistic national strategy was not begun until the end of May 1938, when the
Anderson Committee on Evacuation was appointed with its stated remit:
“to review the various aspects of the problem of transferring

persons from areas which would be likely, in time of war, to be
exposed to aerial bombardment.”*

The question of evacuation occupied politicians at both national and local level in the
ensuing months. By July the Sheffield branch of the Communist Party had prepared its
own comprehensive plan for removing the population to safety. A pamphlet was
published (Appendix 1), wamning that the city would be one of the main targets of an
enemy power and proclaiming “Sheffield must never be a second Barcelona!”. The
plan was radical, proposing the compulsory evacuation of all the city’s school children
up to the age of fifteen (the Party estimated a number of 55,000) accompanied by
sufficient school teachers to look after them; together with all blind persons; all bed-
ridden persons and wholly dependent invalids. The evacuees would be sent to the
Derbyshire villages of Calver, Peak Forest, Edale and Flouch, where settlements would
be established with paid staff in charge. Compensation would be paid to owners of
such properties which were requisitioned, and parents or those responsible for

evacuated dependants would be required to contribute towards their maintenance.?’

% Titmuss: op. cit., p.27,n.5
2" ARP: A Complete Plan for the Safety of the People of Sheffield, pp.3,4,6
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The Communist project also proposed the temporary evacuation of all ‘non-essential’
civilians from inner-city areas from the time of receipt of any air raid warning until
after the ‘all-clear’. These short-term evacuees should carry enough food for four meals
and the city council would provide transport by corporation and private buses which
would follow pre-arranged routes to shelters in various Derbyshire villages - Calver,
Stoney Middleton, Tideswell, Langsett, Broomhead and Bradfield, Hathersage,
Grindleford, Derwent, Bamford, Hope Valley and Castleton. Planners also envisaged
air raid shelter protection for the whole of the city.?® At the end of July the Communist
Party plan was submitted to Geoffrey Lloyd, Minister responsible for Air Raid
Precautions, by William Gallacher, Communist Member for West Fife, with a request
that it would be put before the Committee “without political prejudice”.? No further

reference to this project has been discovered during research.

The Anderson Committee worked quickly and presented its findings to Parliament on

26 July 1938, on the eve of the summer recess. The Report laid down certain principles

which became the basis of the government’s evacuation scheme. It asserted its view:
“The whole issue in any future war may well turn on the manner

in which the problem of evacuation from densely populated
industrial areas is handled.”*

It was recommended that arrangements should be made for substantial numbers of non-
essential persons to be removed from designated densely populated industrial towns and

cities - possibly a third of the population of these areas. Schemes should be based on

28 ARP: A Complete Plan for the Safety of the People of Sheffield, pp.7,8
2 HoC Deb. 28.7.38, Vol. 338, Col. 3283
* O’Brien: op. cit., p.153
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voluntary evacuation in all but exceptional circumstances, however, compulsory
billeting powers should be taken to provide accommodation for refugees in private
houses. Plans should be drawn up to evacuate school children in school groups, with
their teachers, at government expense. The government should bear the initial cost of
evacuation, with adult refugees or parents of child evacuees expected to contribute to
their own maintenance wherever possible; no detailed proposals were made for
payments to billeters at this stage. The committee stressed the need for urgent attention
to be given to dispersal from vulnerable areas and for a survey to be made of
accommodation available in the reception areas. Moreover, it was considered that a
scheme covering the whole country could be organised within a few months. The
importance of educating the public about the scheme was also emphasised, thus

abandoning the secrecy which had earlier characterised evacuation planning *!

But although the Anderson Committee had acted swiftly to present the result of its
considerations, its Report was not published immediately: in fact it was delayed for
several months, until more than a month after the Munich crisis. Continuing official
preoccupation with maintaining public morale was evident when Sir Percy Harris, MP,
a member of the committee, explained the procrastination in a letter to The Times:

“The Home Secretary first withheld its publication because of

the August Bank Holiday and then, I understand, because he

thought that in view of the crisis some of its recommendations
might alarm the public.”*

3! O’Brien: op. cit., p.153
32 The Times: 1.11.38, p.15
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Worse, the Home Office did not even start to implement the principles of the Report
until the beginning of September. While civil servants then tried to set plans in motion,
the first government official plan (Plan One) was still at an early state of development

when the Munich crisis of September 1938 erupted.

Feverish activity ensued: on 22 September the LCC, which had already been working on
its own contingency arrangements, was warned by the Home Office to prepare to
evacuate children at short notice. Six days later some 4,300 children from special and
nursery schools were removed to rural residential schools with parental consent.
Although they were brought back within a matter of days when tension relaxed, the
experience gained was invaluable in dealing with later movements of the population.*
In the meantime, the need for speedy finalisation of a definite national design was clear,
for confusion between regions reigned as some other local authorities, too, were hastily
designing their own schemes. For example, at the same time as Essex authorities were
planning to move their children away from the county border, the LCC were arranging

to move East London children into that very area. 34

As yet, ordinary people had still not received any official information or instructions on
evacuation, apart from a cursory suggestion contained in The Householder's Handbook
(issued to townspeople in connection with air raid precautions) to consider sending
children and the elderly to places of safety.> During the acute phase of the Munich

crisis national and provincial newspaper editors rushed to calm their anxious readers.

%3 PRO.ED.138/49 [LCC Record of Education 1938-1945: unpublished notes for the Education volume of
Ihe History of the Second World War: Dr S Weitzman died before completing this work.]
E M Jones: unpublished M.Phil Thesis (1974), p.1
3% O'Brien: op. cit., p.153
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Over the course of a few days, a flurry of rather vague and confusing reports were

published of arrangements for evacuation of civilians in the event of an emergency.

On 26 September 1938 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent revealed that secret
plans were being made for several provincial centres, but as yet there were no concrete
scheme for the evacuation of Sheffield people.*® Only two days later, however, citizens
learned that plans were indeed being made for their removal. Under the banner
headline “Big Evacuation of Sheffield in Event of War”, they were informed that, in
such an event, the government intended to evacuate from Sheffield and other congested
areas as many persons as possible who wished to leave and could be spared, and to
accommodate them in areas deemed to be safer from air attack:

“Evacuation will not be compulsory. Facilities will be afforded

for those who wish to leave. [...] This advance intimation will

enable the people of Sheffield to consider the matter and come
to a decision as to whether they desire to be evacuated.”’

Next day the newspaper carried a warning to Sheffield people that evacuation
arrangements would proceed very rapidly in any future emergency. Refugees travelling
under this official government scheme would not be able to choose their own

destinations or billets but every effort would be made to keep families together.*®

Eventually, on 29 September, as war seemed inevitable, the government published two
plans, drawn up by the Anderson Committee, for voluntary assisted evacuation: the civil
servants had achieved some kind of initial success. But the confusion continued, not

least in Sheffield. Both national and local press carried the Home Office announcement

36 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 26.9.38, p.4
% ibid., 28.9.38, p.5
3% jbid., 29.9.38, p.3
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of the plans, the first being a general scheme for implementation in the event of
emergency. The second scheme was limited to school children travelling in groups
with their teachers. 7The Times stated that the arrangements would include some
cities.”® However, The Sheffield T elegraph & Independent must have confused its
readers, for although it trumpeted “Evacuation Plans for Large Towns” the report
referred only to London, and no mention was made of any arrangements for the

provinces.*’

The general scheme incorporated some of Anderson’s basic principles. Anybody
(adults and children alike) wishing to be evacuated would go to named railway stations
wearing their warmest clothing and carrying only a small amount of hand luggage. At
the stations they would be supplied with rations for the first forty-eight hours and a free
railway ticket to an allocated destination within fifty miles of London, where they
would be billeted. The government would pay billeting costs in the first instance, but

those who could afford to would have to contribute later.

The scheme for school groups was more detailed. School children in congested areas of
London whose parents consented to their removal would be transported from their
schools in the care of their teachers. Parents were assured that the children would be
domiciled in private homes where the householder taking them in would be expected to
give them board and lodging and to look after them. They would become “members of
the family”. The government would pay the householder ten shillings and sixpence a

week for one child and eight shillings and sixpence per child if more than one child

¥ The Times: 30.9.38, p.9
“ The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 30.9.38, p.7
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were taken. The scheme would be entirely voluntary and no parents need send their
children away if they did not wish to do so. Although parents would not be told in
advance where their children were going, they would quickly be informed by notices

posted outside their schools.*!

The move to publicise these rudimentary plans had clearly been intended to reassure the
public and maintain morale at a critical period. However, while the government
expressed its confidence in the proposed measures, the ad hoc nature of the general
scheme in particular may have caused great embarrassment if huge numbers had put it
to the test. As it turned out, Chamberlain returned from Germany proclaiming “peace
for our time” at the eleventh hour and neither scheme was put into operation at that
point. The LCC had gone ahead with its own arrangements and did operate the small-
scale provision for certain children outlined earlier. But O’Brien asserts that, while
some local authorities had begun to make their own preparations, arrangements for

reception and billeting were only in an embryonic stage everywhere.

Investigation of files in Sheffield Archives has disclosed that the Home Office
instructed the City Council on 25 September 1938 to make arrangements for the
evacuation of “those people (including children)” wishing to leave the city in a national
emergency.”’ A report presented to the Emergency ARP Committee a month later
showed that such a plan was drawn up, under which evacuees would travel by train

from the two Sheffield main stations to railheads in South Yorkshire and Lincolnshire

! The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 30.9.39, p.7
“2 O’Brien: op. cit., p.164
“ Sheffield Archives File CA 137/1
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and the programme would be completed in two days. The general manager of the
Transport Department had worked out a scheme of transport, but nothing further had
been done as the emergency ended, and no further instructions were received from the
Home Office. The committee was informed that there had been no proposal for the
evacuation of school children by groups as in London, probably because there would

have been too little time to carry out the scheme.**

In the crucial phase of the Munich crisis an exodus of considerable scale had taken
place and many families fearfully left home and made their own way privately to
country areas, as has been seen above. But the problem was not so much with those
who could take care of themselves but with that large sector of city populations who
would be unable to move without official help and who were clearly disturbed at the
government’s failure to make clear its intentions. These were the people with whom
the authorities were concerned, and The Times echoed the continuing official anxiety
about the morale of the masses when its editorial stressed the need for an orderly

departure of those who would be “the poorer section of the p<=:ople”.45

In Parliament the government came under increasing attack for dragging its heels, for
few believed the Munich Pact would secure more than a temporary respite. Until the
crisis, the Home Office had been in control of central planning of the whole subject of
civil defence, of which evacuation had been only one strand. However, it belatedly
became clear that evacuation was not just a question of the orderly dispersal of city

populations: education, housing, health and welfare were also key considerations.

“ Sheffield Archives File CA 157/1: meeting 26.10.38
* The Times: 30.9.38, p.13
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Accordingly, in November 1938 power was transferred to a new Evacuation Division
established at the Ministry of Health and constituted jointly from its own officials and
those nominated from the Board of Education. The new Evacuation Division’s first
action was to set up an Advisory Committee composed of representatives of local
authorities, several branches of the teaching profession, and local education
departments. This body would have to deal with a multitude of human problems
including transportation of evacuees, accommodation for pregnant mothers, provision

of food, bedding and blankets, to name but a few (see Appendix 2).*

As the political situation eased temporarily, the Anderson principles were eventually
translated into action and finally brought to the attention of the general public.
Government officials may well have hoped that publication of the Report, eventually
achieved on 27 October 1938, would have a settling effect on the people. And indeed,
this may have been so in the case of city dwellers: at least, if they entertained any fears,
few appear to have been voiced publicly. The “Letters” columns of Sheffield
newspapers were largely silent on the subject: whether this was due to editorial policy

or because there were simply no complaints from a largely urban readership is not clear.

On the other hand, criticism from country areas scheduled to receive evacuees poured
in. No doubt the architects of the government scheme were disappointed to note the
spate of letters from the public to the national and local press alike reflecting the depth
of feeling in rural areas and expressing alarm at the prospect of compulsory billeting of

evacuees on private householders. The Home Secretary divulged that he had received

“ Titmuss: op. cit., p.32
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“quite a number” of letters from householders complaining that it would be “an outrage
to have dirty little children from the London schools billeted upon our house.™*’
Various alternative suggestions for accommodation were put forward, several of which
advocated building communal camps for families and school groups, thus avoiding the
danger of the incoming townspeople, as one writer put it, “upsetting the lives of the rest
of the community”.*® But opposition was not all for selfish reasons: some writers put
the view that both sanitary and cooking arrangements in country homes were
insufficient to cope with additional numbers.” The executive council of the Rural
District Councils Association also criticised arrangements for billeting and reception as

“unworkable” and demanded that the proposals should be completely revised.”

The Sheffield Telegraph was mainly concerned with the lack of communication with the
public during the autumn crisis and rebuked the Home Office on publication of the
Anderson Report:

“Arrangements had to be made for the evacuation of thousands
of Sheffield people to Lincolnshire villages and other districts
comparatively ‘safe’. But the people concerned knew nothing
of what was being proposed, nor did many of the wives whose
homes they were going to invade. The whole question bristles
with difficulty. If there is one thing likely to promote panic it is
the idea among thousands of people, mostly strangers to each
other, that they are being packed off together at a moment’s
notice to an unknown destination to live for an indefinite period
among other strangers who might not welcome them.”*

T HoC Deb. 3.11.38, Vol. 340, Col. 447
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This newspaper, which had kept its readership informed of air raid precautions plans
throughout and beyond the crisis, discussed the recommendations on evacuation at

length for two days and then, seemingly, forgot about the subject.

Apart from concerns over billeting and reception, it was clear that not everyone agreed
with the mass movement of people from industrial areas. There were those who had
opposed any official evacuation scheme on the grounds that large numbers of city
people would in any case move to safety of their own accord (and were proved partially
right). Others worried that a government-funded scheme of the size envisaged would
divert finances away from munitions and aircraft production, and also satisfy the
enemy’s intention of causing dislocation and weakening public morale.”> An extreme
view was expressed by Austin Hopkinson, Member for Mossley, Lancashire, when he
told the House of Commons:

“It is the business of the people living in the London area to be

the bait drawing the enemy into the trap provided by our fighter

squadrons, while balloon barrages and anti-aircraft guns drive
him into the zone of battle.”*

Other public figures were quoted too: Professor J B S Haldane criticised the concept of
evacuation and proposed the construction of a thousand miles of deep shelters sixty feet
below London which, he averred, would protect the whole of the city’s population.S '
Further, he asserted that some of the proposed reception areas were often more
dangerous than evacuees’ own homes, and declared that no children should be sent to

cast coast towns. Although these latter assertions were later justified, it could be argued

52 O’Brien: op. cit., p.285
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that such dissenting voices added to public confusion and hardened attitudes against

evacuation at the outbreak of war a year later.

Once the evacuation scheme, now designated Plan Two, did receive widespread
publicity there was an urgency to update and complete preparations in case of a sudden
deterioration in the international situation. A priority under Plan Two was to divide the
country into ‘evacuation’, ‘neutral’ and ‘reception’ areas, according to the estimated
degree of risk, comprising populations of approximately thirteen, fourteen and eighteen
millions respectively. The task was begun in the autumn of 1938 and provisionally
completed in the following January, although the second plan was later augmented by
Plan Three as it took account of changes made in area designations in response to some

local demands. Appendix 3 lists evacuation zones agreed by September 1939.

As Titmuss observed, while several local authorities asked for their status to be re-
defined, with 200 demanding to be deemed neutral (thus being excluded from
participation), not one authority zoned as an evacuation area disputed that decision;
neither did one single authority request reception status.”> This was echoed by a
number of local associations of the National Union of Teachers who communicated to
their Executive “that they regard their areas either as suitable for evacuation or
unsuitable for reception”.*® This was arguably a significant early wamning of billeting

problems to come. Chester-le-Street, for example, flatly refused to accept its

designation as a reception area, and when local officials were instructed that they must

55 Titmuss: op. cit., p.32
% The Hallamshire Teacher: No. 47, Nov 1938, p.5
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accept the position, they did so with “extreme reluctance”.>’ The Ministry of Health,
now in overall control of the government schemes, was forced to recognise and
emphasise that children should go to homes where they would be welcome and sought

to reassure parents on this score.”®

Like most other industrial towns and cities, Sheffield was divided, with its inner city
designated an evacuation area and its suburbs neutral. The nearby town of Rotherham
and its surrounding rural districts were deemed to be wholly neutral.® Sheffield
community leaders broadly accepted, in principle, the need to remove much of its
population, though press reports indicated that ordinary people were divided over the
issue. But no-one, it seemed, was happy about the government’s choice of reception
areas for the city. At a meeting of the ARP Committee of Sheffield City Council on 19
October 1938 (before official publication of the Anderson Report) it had been
recommended that representation should be made to the Home Office to ensure that the
North Derbyshire area should be allocated for the reception of Sheffield evacuees.
The government’s negative response to this and a later request, and City Council
members’ fury at what was seen as official intransigence, may have been significant
contributory factors in the miserably low turn-out for evacuation when plans were

eventually turned into reality.

North Derbyshire was seen as the natural destination for Sheffield’s evacuees: not only

was the area familiar territory, but it was near enough for refugees to maintain contact

7 PRO. HLG.7/73
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with their homes in the city. Home Office proposals to remove them to Lincolnshire,
therefore, were greeted with some alarm. Those who would be most affected by the
move could hardly have been reassured to learn the comments of Councillor William
Asbury, Chairman of the City Council’s ARP Committee:

“It seems to me - and to other members of the ARP Committee -

a very dangerous procedure to send civilians in large numbers to

the east which would be in the direct line of sight of attacking

aircraft. Boston and Spalding were among the areas proposed to

accommodate refugees from Sheffield =~ They need only

mentioning for anyone to appreciate how unsafe that would
be"’Gl

For many months hopes were still high that Derbyshire would receive Sheffield
evacuees, even as additional reception areas emerged: “parts of Lancashire”,* the North
and East Ridings of Yorkshire,® and even the Lincolnshire coast™ (the subject of
Haldane’s warning) were all named as possible locations at this time. Alderman E G
Rowlinson, Chairman of Sheffield Education Committee, joined the debate when he
revealed that a provisional scheme had been approved even before Munich to send
Sheffield children to the Peak District of Derbyshire. He went on to express doubts
about whether parents would approve the scheme to send their children a hundred miles

nearer the line of enemy attack %’

Moreover, it could be held that the City Fathers were hardly inspiring their citizens to

respond positively to government plans for civil defence in general and evacuation in

5! The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 29.10.38, p.12
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particular. After months of debate their interest was apparently waning: one member of
the city’s ARP Committee was stung into complaining of apathy as he described one
meeting: “Some read novels, some interested themselves in other ways, and some went

out early.”®

It was little wonder, it may be argued, that Sheffield parents did not rush to register
their children for evacuation to these relatively distant and unfamiliar areas when they
were called upon to do so only a short time afterwards. The local editor who had
opined that parents would be willing to let their children go away under the government
scheme in the knowledge that they would be safe and in good hands had clearly been

over-optimistic, to say the least.®’

Nationally, the situation facing the architects of the government’s evacuation scheme
was daunting. They decided to restrict the scheme to four groups: school children,
moving with their school units; young children under school age accompanied by their
mothers; pregnant women; and those adult blind or disabled people who could be
moved without difficulty. The essential stipulation was the evacuation should be
voluntary unless military reasons dictated otherwise. This non-compuisory element of
the scheme severely complicated matters, for it meant that firm and complex

arrangements had to be made on a basis of many unknown and variable conditions.*®

Estimates of numbers likely to need evacuation were initially based on public reaction

to the Munich crisis, as well as on figures gathered in surveys carried out in London at

% The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 5.1.39, p.10
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that time, when the LCC reported a possible 83% of its school population had been
ready to register. This had resulted in a projection that 4,000,000 people in the priority
classes in vulnerable areas throughout the country would need transport and
accommodation.®® Although the public were made aware that those employed on
essential work would be expected to remain in the cities and continue to contribute to
the national effort, it was realised that there were other groups of ‘non-essential’ adults
in the civilian population who would also want to leave the danger zones. However, the
sheer size of the official scheme for priority classes forced the government to leave
these less vulnerable groups to make their own private arrangements. It was an
unavoidable decision which was, however, to exacerbate an already difficult situation

regarding accommodation when war began.

If the voluntary factor of evacuation caused some problems in the ‘danger’ zones, it was
as nothing compared with the trouble in store in the reception areas. The compulsory
nature of billeting evacuees in private houses was always going to be a thorny problem,
but the planners were convinced that this was the only way to overcome major problems

of accommodation with reasonable standards of comfort.

In the nation-wide survey of reception areas called for by the government and carried
out in January 1939 by local housing authorities conducting a house-to-house
investigation, the standard adopted for estimating accommodation was for one person
per habitable room in most of England and in Wales. Exceptions were made in the

cases of already overcrowded parts of the north of England and Scotland, where the

% Titmuss: op. cit., p.34
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standard was one person over fourteen years of age or two children under fourteen to
each habitable room. It was clear that not all the available billets would be suitable for
all categories of evacuees - for example elderly people, invalids or single people at

work all day would not be required to take unaccompanied school children.”

The January investigation revealed 4,800,000 ‘suitable’ places available nationally, but
by the following month this figure was reduced by one sixth as householders claimed

reservations for friends and relatives.”!

Government planners had foreseen that, if an
emergency arose, the results of the survey would be nullified by private ‘early birds’
who would seize at least some of the accommodation set aside for official evacuees,
especially in attractive areas. The authorities were concerned about this development,
but accepted that local authorities would have difficulty in evicting private refugees and
nothing could be done to prevent this beyond appeals to the public on moral grounds.”
In the localities, also, some cynicism was expressed about claims by householders of
needy relatives, as evidenced by the comment of an ARP organiser for Bakewell and
Ashbourne in Derbyshire - one of the areas sought by Sheffield authorities to receive its
evacuees: “The genuineness of the reservations in favour of relations might be doubted

in some cases.””

The concern was that, especially in the Home Counties and the south-west of England,

accommodation was being reserved not just for family members but for others who
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could afford to pay for themselves.”* Independent migration was not discouraged by the
authorities, for it would save lives and reduce the proportions of the problem of
civilians in vulnerable areas - and it would be less expensive for the government.
However, private evacuation would later present a serious stumbling block to the
government scheme, for householders would find paying guests preferable and more
profitable than unknown and unwanted school children, young families or expectant

mothers installed by officialdom.

As the accommodation survey progressed, attempts were made to reassure city dwellers
that there would be enough places for them, and especially for their children, in the
country. Sheffield people were optimistically informed that the machinery was
prepared so that it would “simply be a case of pressing a button” and children would be
removed to safety.” And with the machinery already in motion to close all schools in
the evacuation areas for the duration of any hostilities, it was anticipated, by the

authorities at least, that billeting in private homes would be a long-term project.

It was doubtless to be expected that such a thorough billeting survey would cause
consternation in those areas scheduled to receive refugees. Its object had been two-
fold: firstly, to ascertain the amount of surplus housing available, and secondly, to
discover the number of householders who would offer hospitality to children and
mothers willingly rather than under duress. Walter Elliot, Minister of Health, appealed
to them:

“Small towns and villages can be of vital and human service.
Moreover, [...] these towns will not lose out by giving

7 Titmuss: op. cit., p.38
5 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 1.1.39, p.8
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hospitality, for there will be a good deal of extra trade brought
by the refugees.””

It was apparent from press reports, however, that he did not altogether succeed in his

efforts to reassure country people.

In districts destined to receive Sheffield evacuees, opposition came not only from
householders but also from some unexpected quarters. A Gainsborough councillor
stipulated that evacuee children must be “decent”, and declared that no refugees from
the slums were wanted in the town.”” In an even more surprising assault the
Archdeacon of Lindsey denounced the plan for evacuation: endorsing the call for
underground shelters for townspeople as an alternative to the government scheme, he
protested:

“It is outrageous and unfair that all these people should be thrust

upon us without knowing anything about their morals or their

cleanliness. [...] The authorities would have them dumped
down here, no matter how much inconvenience or distress may

[be] caused.”™

His attack brought a swift rejoinder from the Chairman of the ARP Committee of
Sheffield City Council. Jumping to the defence of citizens of his city, Councillor
Asbury declared:

“Very many townspeople [may] retort that they and their
children may be distributed in homes about whose morals and
cleanliness they know nothing. [...] I agree that it is absurd to
think of the area as being suitable to evacuate Sheffield’s adults
or children. We regard Lincolnshire as entirely unsuitable for

the purpose.””
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The later decision to re-allocate Sheffield evacuees to Kesteven® fortunately avoided
further conflict with the Archdeacon. Eventually Lincolnshire was abandoned as an

official reception area for Sheffield.

In contrast to the lack of local response in the period following the Munich crisis and
before the publication of the Anderson Report, the Sheffield press carried several letters
from members of the public when the billeting survey was in progress in January 1939.
Those in areas expected to receive evacuees seemed to be divided in their views: some
shared the concerns voiced above, while others dissociated themselves from the
remarks and expressed willingness to accept “these poor little children”. Likewise, city
parents appeared split on the issue, some objecting to the proposals for evacuating

81 1t is

children to places unknown to them, and others supporting the scheme.
interesting to note that after this short flush of public response, correspondence on the
subject apparently dried up altogether, with no letters to the two main Sheffield
newspapers on the subject published for many months - in fact until after rehearsals

began in late August. Whether this was simply because no letters were received about

evacuation, or was a policy dictated by the government or by editorial staff is not clear.

At this stage, early in 1939, plans were in fact being laid for the evacuation of those in
vulnerable parts of Sheffield. This was made clear in February by the Town Clerk
when he reported to the City Council the government decision that the official scheme,

so far as it related to the city, was now in course of preparation.*> But the local press
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further stirred the anxieties and frustrations of inner-city parents who were still kept in
the dark about decisions affecting their offspring. Working on what turned out to be a
vastly inflated estimate of the number of children who would need to be evacuated, one
report was hardly reassuring;

“We cannot take 70,000 children out of Sheffield and dump

them down anywhere in the country, leaving them to fend for

themselves. We must know where they are going and that there
is a space ready for each one of them.”

School meetings provided a platform for parents to ask questions or to express for
themselves their objections to the evacuation scheme. Some favoured the alternative of
underground shelters which they considered would render the scheme unnecessary and
avoid the separation of families.*® The tunnel solution was resurrected from time to
time throughout the pre-war period, the Lord Mayor of Sheffield joining proponents in
suggesting such a system under the city could serve the dual purpose of easing traffic in

peacetime and providing public shelters in the event of war.*®

What seems to have been lacking was any positive encouragement by either press or
community leaders to Sheffield parents to register their children for evacuation: indeed,
it could be argued that those parents desiring to do so were being discouraged by press
reporting. The reservations of the Chairman of the Education Committee were
recorded more than once, and the city’s newspapers were quick to publish his comment
that he doubted whether many parents would approve of their children being taken from

them.%
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Partly, this reluctance to push for evacuation may have been based on the City
Council’s continued opposition to the government’s selection of Lincolnshire as the
reception arca for Sheffield, which one councillor had earlier described as “farcical”.¥’
Representations which had been made to the Home Office finally paid off in February
1939, as members of the city’s ARP Committee were informed that a revised list of
reception areas had been received, “which areas are more acceptable than those

d.”®® But a month later it was clear that the matter was still

previously suggeste
unsettled, when Alderman Rowlinson appeared to reject the new areas (extending
eastwards to the Lincolnshire coast and southwards to Market Harborough in
Leicestershire), stating that the Education Committee was urging reconsideration of its
Derbyshire scheme.® This lack of leadership was reflected in the fact that only one

third of eligible parents had registered their willingness to send their children away with

their schools by the end of March.*

In the meantime, the head teachers of some of the city’s secondary schools, which were
not included as school units in the Government Scheme, were making their own
arrangements for evacuation: two secured accommodation for their children to the area
of North Derbyshire officially denied to Sheffield. At a meeting of parents, teachers
and governors of Notre Dame High School it was decided to explore the possibility of
transferring the whole school to a country area. Within months the school had taken

over Derwent Hall in Derbyshire, where many children remained until the summer of
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1941.° Sheffield High School made similar arrangements to move to Cliff College,
Calver.”? Although these were private arrangements which circumvented the official
scheme to evacuate to other areas, the children were eligible for government billeting
allowances. School fees continued to be the responsibility of parents except for pupils

who held ‘special places> who continued to be supported by the local authority.*

There were, however, other reasons for concern about dispersing large numbers of
people into the countryside. Anxiety had already been expressed about water supplies,
and indeed many rural areas were to experience problems in trying to cope with a
sudden influx of town dwellers used to higher standards of sanitation. Questions asked
in the House of Commons regarding a government grant towards “providing proper
water supplies for the many Lincolnshire parishes which lack them” can hardly have
reassured parents of prospective Sheffield evacuees, particularly when the Minister of

Health was unsympathetic to the request.94

The government billeting survey was completed in early February 1939. But although
the information gained confirmed sufficient places available for estimated needs, it was
clear that many householders had shown themselves unwilling to act as hosts to
evacuees and some had refused to co-operate in the enquiry at all. They were rebuked
by the Minister of Health for their failure to embrace the children he described as “not

scrofulous and verminous” but “the bud of the nation”.® Praising volunteers who had
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come forward to perform what he maintained was one of the most valuable forms of
national service, Walter Elliot announced that such householders would be provided
with a card bearing a “National Service” badge to display in the window of their homes,
showing that they were actively supporting the evacuation scheme.®® This was clearly
offered as an incentive, but the move may have also been intended to exert neighbourly
pressure on the reluctant. Whatever the motive, resistance continued throughout the

period.

Yet despite the understandable reluctance of many country people to have their homes
filled with strangers, volunteers did come forward and provisional places were secured
for some 2,250,000 unaccompanied school children in England and Wales. That these
offers were made in the knowledge of the less-than-generous billeting allowances
demonstrated a widespread caring concern of many rural folk for their urban
neighbours. The payments already announced (10s.6d. a week for one unaccompanied
child, and 8s.6d. a week for each child where more than one was taken, irrespective of
age) were confirmed.”” But these sums would later be found inadequate and would add
to the long list of problems to emerge the following September. Difficulties arising

from billeting payments will be discussed in a later chapter.

The question of allocating reception districts to specific evacuating areas was one
which greatly exercised officials, as has been seen. Apart from the priority classes, the
organisers also had to take into consideration accommodation requirements of other

sectors of the population whose needs might have to take precedence. Of particular
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importance were some government departments and civil servants: indeed, O’Brien
contends that secret plans had been made to move the entire Government machine out
of the capital in case of dire emergency.”® The problem was further exacerbated by the
fact that more than half of the available accommodation was in Wales and the sector of
England south of a line drawn from the Wash to Bristol. This meant that many school
children and mothers with young children, not only from London but other vulnerable
cities further north, would have to be billeted a very long way from their homes, for
example in Somerset or Devon.”® The fear that this would make parental visits difficult
and could also result in feelings of alienation due to differences in dialects and culture

would later be borne out and add to the government’s problems.

As has been seen, it was of paramount importance to effect an orderly exodus from
perceived danger areas in order to avoid panic. And in the early months of 1939
officials were mainly concerned with the dispersal from London, for that was where
sudden air attacks were expected to begin. However, work was also proceeding on the
mechanics of evacuation from industrial towns and cities in other parts of England and
Scotland. To a large extent, the position of existing rail networks influenced the
decision to allocate evacuating zones to particular receiving areas. The work involved
was daunting, for not only were there complicated railway timetables to be worked out
but also transport arrangements for parties to travel by road from assembly points to
entraining stations and from detraining centres to outlying towns and villages in the

reception areas to be organised. A comprehensive system of control was called for, and

% O’Brien: op. cit., p.285
% Titmuss: op. cit., p.39
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divisional dispersal officers were put in charge of all transport arrangements for the
evacuees countrywide, for it was clear that remarkable skill was needed in directing the

work of 41,000 official and voluntary workers. 100

In the reception areas the debate continued about accommodation. Disabled adults and
children were, in the main, to be taken care of by institutions and boarding schools, and
maternity homes were to cater for expectant mothers in the late stages of pregnancy.
The demand was primarily for billets for other pregnant women, school children and
their teachers, and mothers with young children under five years old. It was already
accepted policy that children were to go to private homes. But, while empty houses
may have seemed the best solution for the mothers with children, and these were
reserved wherever possible, there were simply not enough available. Of those buildings
that were suitable, many had already been reserved by business companies making
provisional arrangements to evacuate their staffs.'®' It was clear that the vast majority
of families and expectant mothers would also have to be billeted upon householders.
This was where the sticky problem arose which was to haunt officials at national and
local level throughout successive government evacuation schemes. For it was one
thing, it seemed, to ask householders to take in a child or two: it was, however, quite
another to expect them to share the intimacy of their homes (and especially their

kitchens) with women and toddlers previously unknown to them.

Many in the reception areas continued to pursue the idea of camps and hostels which

they saw as the best answer to the quest for billets for evacuees of all categories. Strong

10 Titmuss: op. cit., pp.40-43
190 bid., p.38
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pressure was exerted for a comprehensive programme to adapt existing holiday camps
for families and also to provide new purpose-built camps for children. These would
have the advantage of keeping family or school units together without encroaching too
much into village life. There was much public discussion of the subject and some
surprising views were put forward. One observer of the problem wrote:

“Why not use good barns? [...] They are warm and draught

proof and with the addition of a staircase, sanitation and a

kitchen, could accommodate anything up to fifty or sixty
children

When the Sheffield Soroptimists’ Society debated the issue of camps versus private
homes for children, an eminent local head mistress volunteered her opinion that camps
would present a more likely target for bombers. The majority at the meeting voted in

support of camps, however - and this in an evacuating area. 103

But the government resisted the pressure, and not only for financial reasons. Holiday
camps had already been tested when they were used to house Jewish refugees from
Germany and other European countries, but had proved unsuitable in winter
conditions.'™ In any case, the Anderson Committee’s policy was clearly stated and
followed: the vast majority of evacuees should be lodged with families. However,
among a number of government circulars released at this time, two did give
consideration to the provision of hostels for special categories of unaccompanied school

children, notably ‘difficult’ children (those who were maladjusted or otherwise

192 The Sheffield Star: 20.2.39, p.4
19 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 3.5.39, p.4
14 ibid., 27.3.39, p.6
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unsuitable for ordinary billeting) and secondary school children whose education might

be adversely affected at a critical stage.'®

In February 1939 the government made another, albeit small, concession when it agreed
to the construction of fifty camps, each to accommodate 300 refugees. However,
funding was not forthcoming until the Camps Act was enacted in May, providing for
schools to use such buildings for holidays in peace time and for accommodating
children in the special categories in the event of war.'®® As it turned out, only thirty-one
camps were eventually built by the summer of 1940, the majority of which were

destined to be occupied by secondary or senior schools. '’

But even then, empty houses, hostels and camps did not appreciably help the situation.
Hotels and holiday guest-houses were reserved for reception purposes, but the brunt of
billeting would still have to be borne by private householders and the government
pinned their faith to their hospitality. Housewives’ organisations and church bodies

besieged local authorities and Members of Parliament with complaints.

The prospect of war was suddenly transformed from possibility to probability with the
Czech crisis in the spring of 1939. The time factor dominated planning. In the haste to
complete the programme, the problems of emptying the city of the priority classes at all
speed obscured the equally important issues of reception and billeting, to say nothing of

108

welfare and education. ~ The most important thing was that “les bouches inutiles” had

105 pRO.ED.138/48, Memos Ev.8,9
1% Titmuss: op. cit., p.36

197 pRO.ED.138/49

198 Titmuss: op. cit., p.40
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to be dispersed from London before the devastating air attack which was expected

immediately following any declaration of hostilities, or risk public disruption.

Walter Elliot, speaking for the Evacuation Division of the Ministry of Health, assured
the House of Commons that plans were well advanced for evacuation to be achieved
within three days immediately prior to any announcement of war. Timetables were
ready and each local authority had now been informed of the number of persons allotted
to its area. However, while asserting “This is an orderly evacuation”, the Minister went

on to warn that once air raids did begin, the chaos would be terrific.'”

At the same time, members of the public continued to receive confusing messages. On
the one hand, government was urging parents in danger zones to register their children
for evacuation and pressing householders in safe areas to offer hospitality. On the
other, the provincial press reported that local officials, school teachers and other public
figures were continuing to express their own concerns about the policy. At a national
meeting of school attendance officers held in Sheffield only days after the Minister’s
announcement, there was a lively debate. One delegate, worried that his own child
would not have the same care as at home, doubtless summed up the situation for many
others throughout the country when he told the conference: “My wife said: ‘Where you
stay I stay, and where I stay the child stays’ and that settled it for us.”"!® And while

some agreed with the suggestion that a child might become a stranger to its parents if

1% HoC Deb. 5.4.39 Vol. 345, Cols. 2870-5
119 The Sheffield Star: 10.4.39, p.5
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separated for any length of time, others responded that the same child might be killed if

it stayed at home.'!!

Although the scheme was directed centrally by the Evacuation Division, in the
evacuation zones the town and district councils were responsible for drawing up
detailed local plans and operating programmes for dispersal. With regard to London, in
order to simplify a very complex task the LCC was made responsible for co-ordinating
schemes for the whole of the Metropolitan area and for twenty boroughs and district
councils in the Home Counties. In the rest of the country, where a zone extended into
the territory of more than one authority, one officer was appointed to take charge of
arrangements to prevent confusion. Sending and receiving authorities were put in touch
with each other to settle details of housing - a mammoth task, for in England and Wales

there were more than 1,100 reception districts and over eighty evacuation areas.'"

The densely populated central, northern and eastern areas of Sheffield, with the
exception of housing estates therein, were declared evacuation zones, while the rest of
the city, together with all the housing estates, was classified as neutral and these areas
would neither evacuate nor receive refugees. In the surrounding area the mining
villages of South Yorkshire were also defined as neutral.'”® The City Council at first
accepted this mixed designation of Sheffield. However, the Education Committee later
asked that the whole city should be classed as a vulnerable area, but the request was

turned down. This was conveyed to the committee:

! The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 11.4.39, p.3
"2 Titmuss: op. cit., p.4
13 The Sheffield Star. 18.5.39, p.5
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“[...] the Ministry of Health have only agreed to less than half of
the city coming under such a category which contains about
sixty thousand persons under the heading of ‘priority classes’,
all of whom are being given the opportunity to state in writing
whether or not they desire to be transferred to the Sheffield
Reception Areas.”""

Other decisions seemed clearly inequitable too: nearby Rotherham Borough, initially
declared neutral despite the town’s heavy industrial base, fought for evacuation status

like its neighbouring city and eventually won.'”

Rotherham Rural Council, on the
other hand, was not successful in changing the classification of the town’s outlying

areas from partly ‘neutral’ and partly ‘reception’ to an entirely neutral area. 11

It will be seen that at this stage of the proceedings the problem of reception was largely
perceived as one of housing, with less regard to other considerations which were to play
such an important part when evacuation came into force a few months later. But it was,
perhaps, inevitable that such a gigantic and complicated scheme, drawn up to cover the
national situation, could not cater for the multitude of problems which were later

brought to light in the localities.

As speed became the imperative for evacuation planners after Czechoslovakia, a host of
details needed to be finalised, but there was little firm information on numbers to be
catered for. There were questions, for instance, of how many trains would be required,
where they were destined, provision of food for the journeys, postcards for children to

let parents know of their arrival. By May 1939 the government decided to publicise the

114 Sheffield Education Committee: Report 1938/39, p.4
15 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 14.7.39, p.3
6 jbid,, 6.6.39, p.4
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evacuation scheme more widely and in greater detail, and local authorities were asked
to ascertain how many in the priority groups wished to take part in the official scheme.
Voluntary registration of mothers and children was dealt with by appointed officers in
the sending areas throughout the country. In many cities schools were used for this
purpose, with teachers acting as voluntary registrars.'’’ A recruitment programme went
ahead to find extra helpers, mostly women, who would be willing to assist officials in
supervising and travelling with the children if the scheme was put into action. The
Dowager Marchioness of Reading, Chief Organiser for the Women’s Voluntary
Service, visited Sheffield on a tour to boost the flagging recruitment drive for civil
defence and appealed particularly for women escorts. The press report, headlined
“Wives Told Their Job is to Fight Panic”, reiterated official concern over public morale
and quoted Lady Reading:
“The care of the children if war should come would be the only

assurance for the future of the life for which Englishmen have
fought for centuries.”"*®

The Chief Education Officer of Sheffield, H E Newton, was named as Evacuation
Officer and he appointed a Liaison Committee to work with him to draw up an
evacuation plan for the city using the directives issued by central government.
Membership of this committee was drawn from many agencies - head teachers,
administrative staff of the Education and Transport Departments in the city, as well as
local representatives of the ARP Department, the Blind Welfare Department and the

Sheffield Crippled Aid Association.'"”

7 Titmuss: op. cit., p.43
1% The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 11.3.39, p.9; The Sheffield Star: 10.3.39, p.1
1% Sheffield Education Committee: Swrvey April 1939-March 1947, p.4
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In March 1939 a Home Office circular informed local authorities in evacuation areas
that immediate meetings were to be convened for head teachers and helpers in schools
which would be using the same departure points, so that all the necessary arrangements
could be made with local police and railway authorities for an orderly departure.
Similar meetings should be arranged in reception areas to avoid confusion on arrival of

evacuees.'®

Available school log books give disappointingly little information about the momentous
events affecting the city’s children. One or two referred to the Munich crisis and civil
defence in cryptic terms: for example the Headmaster of Carbrook Council Boys’
School wrote: “After a week of suspense war has been averted. Much activity in gas
mask fitting.”'* Beyond this, only two log books have been discovered which even
mention that meetings were called in early March 1939 to inform parents of provisional
evacuation plans and to distribute forms to be completed by those wishing their children

to be registered for the proposed scheme.'?

By early May, though, concerns about education were being aired publicly in
educational journals and at council meetings. Questions about seniority and authority
were raised. Teachers intending to evacuate with the children were worried about their
position in the schools which they would be required to share, for the government

would deem them to be under the administrative direction of the receiving area.'” The

120 Sheffield Archives File CA.41/29, Circular No. 59/1939

1211 og Book: Carbrook Council Boys’ School: entry 3.10.38

1221 og Books: St Stephen’s Mixed School: entry 3.10.38; St Barnabas (Cecil Road) Mixed School: entry
7.3.39

123 Education: No. 1895, 5.5.39, p.3
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matter was raised at a meeting of Sheffield Education Committee in May 1939, when a
councillor asked if Sheffield children and their teachers could remain as identifiable
entities in shared premises or would be under the jurisdiction of staff of the host school.
The Chairman replied that it was expected that schools would operate in split shifts,
with Sheffield children attending for half a day and the ‘home’ children the other half.
The question of relative status of teachers, therefore, should not arise.'?* Although this
method operated successfully in some areas when put to the test, it was to prove
unworkable in others. In the event it became unnecessary, in the main, for the small

number of children who moved from Sheffield.

Other problems surfaced, too: there was, for instance, the question of what to do about
children in the same family who were attending different schools, for some who lived in
evacuable areas were pupils at institutions in neutral areas and vice versa, while others
could be split up from their siblings if their separate schools were not scheduled for the
same reception area. These were perplexing questions which clearly needed to be

addressed without delay.

The Evacuation Officer and his Liaison Committee co-operated in producing a booklet
which was distributed to seventy-five schools in the evacuable parts of the city in May.
Entitled State of Emergency, it presented a comprehensive survey of arrangements for
the evacuation of those in the priority classes. Covering every detail, it seemed, from

the relatively small matter of postages incurred by head teachers or the provision of

124 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 23.5.39, p.3
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armlets for marshals, to the huge matter of transport arrangements, it sought to stress
the serious nature of the undertaking:

“The success of the Scheme outlined in this Booklet will depend

upon the extent to which it is understood by those who have to

take a part in the same if it is ever necessary to put the Scheme
into operation.”'?

The booklet also revealed that the knotty problem of the destination of evacuees from
Sheffield had finally been settled: it was not Lincolnshire, Lancashire or even the
hoped-for Derbyshire. Instead, the reception areas were named as Leicestershire and
Nottinghamshire. Ten districts within these two counties were named: Barrow-upon-
Soar, Castle Donington, Loughborough, Melton Mowbray, Melton and Belvoir, and
Shepshed in Leicestershire; and Basford, Bingham, Newark and Southwell in
Nottinghamshire. An estimated 60,300 billets were available, which was twice the
number for whom the Evacuation Committee had catered and three times the number of
places reque:sted.126 In the event, only one tenth of the billets were taken up at the

outbreak of war.

The emergency instructions advised that every school party would be placed under the
complete control of a named leader who would be responsible for all communications.
Each leader should arrange to meet the entire teaching staff, caretakers and voluntary
helpers under their jurisdiction to ensure that the scheme was fully understood.
Teachers and other volunteers for evacuation duties must remain on call at week-ends

and should leave their holiday addresses with the leader, who would also hold lists of

125 City of Sheffield: State of Emergency, 11.5.39, p.1
126 Sheffield Education Committee: Report 1939/40, p.72
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names and addresses of all the adults and children who had registered to travel under

the scheme.

Head teachers were asked to inform parents of a list of clothing required in the event of
evacuation, and to ask them to prepare and label the items with the child’s name as
soon as possible. Heads were also instructed to make further efforts to encourage more

parents to register their children for the scheme.'?’

The document clarified the situation of many children when it was explained that
evacuation would be extended beyond those attending the seventy-five named schools
to cover children attending Special, Intermediate, Senior or Non-maintained schools as
well as those at Higher Educational Institutions outside the evacuable areas if they lived
in evacuable areas and their parents wished them to go. If children in the same family
were attending different schools, they should all report to the establishment attended by

the youngest child, from where they would be evacuated. 128

In the event of evacuation plans becoming a reality, the government would make a
public announcement over the wireless and give detailed instructions on the procedure
to be followed. Were the situation to arise during a school holiday (as in fact it did),
teachers should return to Sheffield immediately. If it happened during a normal school
day, the school would be closed immediately and remain so until further notice.
Children would be sent home to collect their luggage and report to their assembly

points. Older pupils would act as messengers to relay information to those (pupils and

127 State of Emergency, op. cit., p.1
128 ibid.
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teachers) intending to participate in the scheme but who were attending non-evacuable

establishments. '?

The children to be evacuated should assemble at the named schools wearing their
thickest and warmest clothing and footwear, and be able to carry their luggage by
themselves on their backs, preferably in a rucksack or similar container. One day’s
food should be taken, but drinks were only permitted if taken in a thermos flask. No
child was to travel if suffering from, or in contact with, an infectious complaint, or with
scabies or ringworm of the scalp or if the leader considered the child unfit to travel. A

doctor or nurse would accompany each train and motor bus to the reception area. 130

Leaders of parties should see that work was begun immediately on preparing identity
cards for adults and labels for children showing the bearer’s name, home address, the
name and evacuation number of the Sheffield school to which the person was attached,
and the reception area assigned (although the exact location within that area would not
be known). The children should also be supplied with a distinctive coloured emblem
which would easily identify them at the railway station. All those involved in helping
would wear white armbands with the letters “S.E.C.” in different colours to signify their
separate duties as teachers, volunteer helpers or medical staff. The armlets would serve
as passes and entitle the wearers to free travel on the day of evacuation. Staff of the
Education Committee, also wearing identifying white armbands, would work with

station officials to marshal the school parties on the platforms.'*!

129 State of Emergency, op. cit., p.4
130 ibid., p.5
3 bid,, p.6
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All the arrangements for travelling had been worked out with scrupulous attention to
detail. Police protection would ensure that the school parties received priority. Travel
vouchers were expected to be supplied to the schools in advance. Leaders would
complete forms giving exact numbers and categories of parties for travel by train and by
bus. Timetables had been meticulously worked out for everyone registered and
particulars for each school listed entraining station, train number, departure time and
detraining station. The majority of school parties would travel on foot or by bus or tram
to the four Sheffield stations (Victoria, Midland, Damall and Heeley) where they would
complete their journeys by train. Those children and adults with physical handicaps
would be taken all the way from assembly points to reception areas by motor bus.
Although it was hoped to complete the programme in one day, similar provisional
arrangements were made for a second day of evacuation, with extra leaders and escorts

appointed.'*

Instructions also covered arrival in the reception areas, where teachers and other escorts
with the Sheffield parties would be under the direction of the government billeting staff:
they were firmly advised that finding billets was not their responsibility. It was the
leader’s task, immediately accommodation for the party had been secured, to find a Post
Office suitable to receive correspondence and to send telegrams to the Sheffield Chief
Education Officer and to the caretaker of the evacuated school with that information,
which would then be displayed on the school notice board for parents to see. Each
child would be provided with a pre-paid postcard to send home at the first opportunity

after this, telling their parents of their exact whereabouts so that they could then

132 State of Emergency: op. cit., p.7
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communicate with each other.'*

All other expenses incurred by head teachers in
connection with evacuation business would be reimbursed by the Sheffield Education

Committee. **

The billeting fees payable by the government to householders were unchanged from
those indicated a year earlier: 10s.6d for a single unaccompanied school child’s board
and lodging, or 8s.6d. for each child if more than one child was taken in. Those
householders offering lodging only to mothers with children under five years of age
would receive 55.0d. a week for the mother and 3s.0d. a week for each child who would
be accompanying its mother. For other adults, such as teachers, blind or crippled adults
and expectant mothers, the fee would similarly be 5s.0d. per person.”*®> When these
billeting fees were eventually put into effect they would be the subject of much

discontent and difficulty throughout the war years, despite later adjustments.

With regard to schooling, the leaders of school parties were advised to report to the
Chief Education Officer for the reception area concerned, for they would be under the
jurisdiction of the host authority. The problem of status which had troubled the
teachers was resolved by the instruction that, even in the likely event of having to share
premises and educate the children on a shift system, the evacuated teachers and school
children alike would be in the control of Sheffield head teachers, and payment of

salaries would come from the home city.'36

133 State of Emergency, op. cit., p.8
34 bid., p.9
135 jbid., p.8
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It was clear that the teachers would be involved in a great deal more than teaching the
evacuated children, however. On an optimistic note, the Chief Education Officer, in
whose name the booklet was compiled, stated:

“I have been assured [...] that there would be a general desire to

organise out of school activities for the children. Teachers will

not be required to supervise children in billets; any help given in

this direction, however, would doubtless be greatly
welcomed.”"’

This booklet dealt comprehensively with such diverse subjects as the method of
payment of teachers’ salaries during the period of evacuation and railway travel
warrants for those escorts who would not be remaining in the reception areas for the
duration of the emergency. In short, it was an invaluable and extremely informative
handbook for teachers. It was, however, a pity that it was not made available for
parents: they were left to gain their information at second hand from either school
meetings or local newspapers, and may perhaps have responded more positively to the

call for registration if they had been aware of the thoroughness of the preparations.

As it was, despite informative meetings held with parents in the affected areas, the
resulting statistics were far from reassuring. Despite the fact that a second opportunity
was given for reconsideration of their decisions, the Chief Education Officer was forced
to report to his committee on 22 May 1939 that there were at that time only 18,392
definite requests for evacuation. However, as it was anticipated that the number may
increase when (not ‘if’) evacuation became necessary, arrangements had been made

with the billeting and transport authorities for a possible 30,000 evacuees to be moved

37 State of Emergency, op. cit., p.9
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on the first day of evacuation. Should some parents change their minds after the
commencement of hostilities, arrangements would be made for their children to be
moved and billeted in the same reception areas as their school mates who went on the
first day of evacuation.”*® It was also intended that families should be billeted in the

same area as far as possible, even if they did not travel on the same day.139

The disappointing response in Sheffield was mirrored in many towns and cities and
signalled an apathy which had not been present at the time of the Munich crisis. With
registrations alarmingly low across the country, the government arranged for
explanatory leaflets to be delivered in July to householders in evacuation areas (see

10 1ocal authorities in these zones also undertook a house-to-house

Appendix 4).
canvas, which resulted in some increase in school children registered, but still a
considerable shortfall in numbers. Nevertheless, it was decided to stay with the
entraining movements already arranged, for it was expected that public reaction might
well be different if war was declared, and demand might even exceed the figures on
which the plans had been based.'' Official concern about this possibility was
expressed and Sheffield parents were warned:
“If plans are made for 20,000 and 40,000 present themselves,

there is bound to be chaos for some days. It is not just a matter
of transport, but of accommodation and food.”'*

In the event, the authorities need not have worried.

138 Sheffield Education Committee: Report 1939/40, p.70

139 The Sheffield Star: 18.5.39, p.5

140 pyblic Information Leaflet No. 3, July 1939: courtesy of interviewee, Dorothy Knowles
"1 Titmuss: op. cit., p.44

2 The Sheffield Telegraph & Independent: 22.5.39, p.5
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Financial arrangements, for long the subject of dispute between local and central
administration and often the cause of delay, were supposed to be settled by the Civil
Defence Bill of April 1939. Local authorities were obliged to obey instructions laid
down by the Ministry of Health, but no additional burden of expense in connection with
evacuation was to fall on local ratepayers, for provision was made for the Exchequer to

repay approved financial outlay.'*’

The trouble was that the Treasury often disagreed with what local authorities and the
Ministry deemed to be necessary expenditure: for instance, approval of the purchase of
bedding and blankets for evacuees was delayed until 25 August 1939, (a week before
evacuation) when a frenzy of commandeering and buying took place. Even then the
problem was not solved, as is evidenced by wireless and press appeals from women’s
organisations for the public to donate blankets or knit woollen squares.'** Yet as early
as February officials in the reception areas had been required to send in returns of
estimated quantities of bedding needed, and in May the government had foreseen

problems in meeting the huge demands.'*’

There was, too, the matter of clothing for the poorest children. In the light of the
Munich experience, Ben Smith, Member of Parliament, had warned the President of the
Board of Education as long ago as 21 December 1938:

“It was found that large numbers of children were not provided

with adequate clothing, boots and other necessities due to

parental poverty. There are fears that evacuation in a future
emergency will be hampered.”'*

'3 Titmuss: op. cit., p.42
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Yet approval was not given until eight months later, only days before the children left
their homes under the government evacuation scheme, for expenditure of up to £1 for
every two hundred necessitous children, and even then it was only on condition that no

publicity should be given to the meagre award. 147

Given such a gigantic task to perform, it was perhaps inevitable that government
officials treated the evacuation scheme largely as an exercise in logistics, with the
emphasis being placed on questions of transport, billets and finance. But in doing so
both national and local authorities failed to appreciate all the intensely human problems
which would be encountered. As Susan Isaacs summed up the situation:

“If the Government, and the authorities co-operating with the
Government, as well as the general public, had seen that
evacuation, from its very nature, was necessarily far more than
an emergency military measure [...] if human nature had been
taken into equal account with geography and railway time
tables, there would in all likelihood not have been so serious a
drift back to the danger areas.”*

"7 Titmuss: op. cit., p.92
148 S Isaacs (ed): The Cambridge Evacuation Survey, p.4
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CHAPTER TWO

DEPARTURE

The passing of the Civil Defence Act in July 1939 had signalled an escalation in
preparations for war. This had been followed by a burst of government activity at the
Ministry of Health as it established new regional offices or extended existing ones
throughout the country. Similar activities were undertaken by local authorities as
officials there prepared themselves to deal with any immediate problems thrown up by
what was now perceived to be the real threat of war. Seecking to bolster public
confidence and to ‘talk up’ the need for civil defence and evacuation, government

agencies used the wireless and the press to assure the country at large that plans were

ready.’

However, although official bodies were now demonstrating their preparedness, their
efforts were not always appreciated or taken seriously by the man-in-the-street. Civil
defence organisations were still short of trained manpower: despite sustained efforts
over many months to recruit, results were patchy and volunteers were still reluctant to
come forward in some regions.> Similar problems had been experienced immediately
prior to the Munich crisis, when ARP wardens had been ridiculed for trying to enforce
black-out rehearsals in London and some provincial cities, including Sheffield. Then,

large sections of the public had refused to participate and several people had written

! The Times: 30.8.39, p.11
2T H O’Brien: Civil Defence: History of the Second World War, p.208
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complaining letters to their local newspapers.’ The Sheffield Star hardly encouraged
public participation as its London correspondent stated: “We can see no war in the

offing. This war mentality seems to have gripped some people and it is a great pity.™

A year later the situation had apparently not improved markedly in many areas: black-
out rehearsals had taken place on 10 August 1939 in London and the South-East, but
these had been greeted with apathy in the suburbs, while in the metropolis they were
hindered by sight-seeing crowds more interested in the spectacle than in the gravity of
the situation.’ This indifference of the British people to air raid precautions also
applied to their general attitude towards evacuation, as events were soon to prove.
Arguably, though, this spirit may have been encouraged by both national and local press
which, throughout the summer months, appeared to pay scant attention to the real
possibility of evacuation: The Times, for instance, was largely silent on the matter. In
the provinces Sheffield people learned nothing from local newspapers about the city’s

plans for evacuation for several weeks until the end of August.

Hopes that Britain would avoid confrontation were severely dented by the signing of the
non-aggression pact between Germany and the Soviet Union on 23 August 1939 and by
Hitler’s increasing pressure on Poland.® The passage of the Emergency Powers
(Defence) Act next day, followed by a series of emergency bills, signified the
imminence of war. Rehearsals for the government’s evacuation scheme were put into

immediate action. The experience gained from the selective evacuation of some 4,300

3 The Sheffield Star: 11-20.8.38 Letters Columns
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London children in priority groups under Plan One during the Munich crisis, and a full-
scale practice by 5,000 Chelsea children from twenty schools in the borough, carried

out as part of a civil defence exercise in July 1939, helped to inform the operation.”

In the light of the deteriorating situation in Europe through the summer of 1939 many
local education authorities had kept up the momentum of preparations for a possible
evacuation emergency. All teachers in Sheffield, whether in areas of perceived danger
or not, had been called to a meeting at the end of July as schools had closed for the
summer holidays, and had been informed of the duties expected of them. Those
employed at schools in neutral areas of the city were delegated to help at evacuable
schools. All were requested to leave their holiday addresses with the leaders of the

appropriate evacuation parties.®

A BBC broadcast on Thursday 24 August abruptly ended the holidays of those tens of
thousands of school teachers throughout the country who were affected by the
government scheme. While parents whose children were away on holiday were
exhorted to leave them where they were, school staffs were called back home and
directed to report to their appointed schools on the morning of Saturday 26 August.9
Many teachers would not have been altogether surprised, for the possibility of sudden

recall had been mooted as the schools broke up. In addition, Education, the official

7 PRO.ED.138/49 [unpublished notes for the Education volume of The History of the Second World War-
Dr S Weitzman died before completing this work.]

8 Log Book: Crookes Endowed Boys™ School, entry 25.7.39

® N Longmate: How We Lived Then, p.14
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organ of the Association of Education Committees, had warned two weeks earlier of a

proposal for evacuation drills to be held in schools. '

Whether foreseen or unexpected, when the order was given towards the end of the long
summer vacation nearly all the teachers left their holidays, returned home and obeyed
the instruction. Most remained on duty for the whole of the weekend: some even slept
overnight in school buildings. A few were on holiday abroad or in remote areas and

therefore unable to return immediately. "’

The Hallamshire Teacher reported that many
newly-trained young staff, due to embark on their careers at the beginning of the term
on the following Monday, turned up for work three days early and volunteered to help. 12
Perusal of The Sheffield Star has shown that their assistance was not entirely due to
altruism, however, for this publication stated clearly:

“Newly appointed teachers and student teachers whose

appointments date from Mon [sic] August 28th, must also report
for duty at the Sheffield schools.”"

Nevertheless, Jackson asserts that teachers were the linch-pin of the whole evacuation
operation14 and it is difficult to dispute this claim, for without their assistance and
organising skills no orderly evacuation would have been possible. Their willingness to
participate in the government’s evacuation scheme had been ensured in the summer of
1938, even before Munich. Then, the Executive of the National Union of Teachers had

met with representatives of the Anderson Committee, the Inspector General of Air Raid

1° Education, No.1910, 18.8.39, p.154

' 0 L Davis Jr: “The Invisible Evacuees: England’s Urban Teachers During the First Autumn of War,
1939” History of Education Society Bulletin, No.49 (1992) p.54

12 The Hallamshire Teacher, Combined Nos.51/52, p.2

13 The Sheffield Star: 25.8.39, p.7

14 C Jackson: Who Will Take Our Children?, p.12
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precautions and Lady Reading of the Women’s Voluntary Service. The Executive had
passed the following resolution:

“That the National Union of Teachers, while not subscribing to

any suggestion that war is inevitable, are prepared to co-operate

with the Government and the Local Authorities in making plans

for the safety of school children as effective as possible, and to

recommend their members in the local areas to consider the
desirability of co-operation on a voluntary basis.""’

This voluntary nature of teachers’ assistance was reiterated after the crisis, on 24th
November 1939 when a conference of representatives of the government, local
authorities and teachers’ unions was told that their co-operation was invited (not
demanded or expected) in working out an orderly plan for evacuating school children.'®
Compulsion proved unnecessary, for as Weitzman observed, teachers’ response

countrywide was almost unanimously in favour of co-operation.'’

In the last days of August evacuation rehearsals were held in London and all towns and
cities in the designated danger zones, including Hull, Liverpool, Newcastle-upon-Tyne,
Manchester and Sheffield. Sheffield children were expected to report to school on
Saturday 26 August to receive details of the rehearsal to take place on the following
Monday, but many parents misunderstood the instructions carried in the local press and,
while the teachers turned up in full force at the seventy-five evacuable schools, only an
abysmally small percentage of children arrived. As one local reporter noted:

“Woodbourn Council School, [...] with 840 scholars, is one of

the largest in the Eastern division [of the city]. Situated in the

heart of one of Sheffield’s vital industries, it is one of those

schools which would close down entirely on the outbreak of
hostilities. Parents of only 200 of the children have, however,

15 The Hallamshire Teacher, No.46, p.13
16 ibid., No.47, p.5
17 PRO.ED. 138/49
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agreed to their evacuation, and [...] only 20 of those attended by
noon today. Similar poor responses were reported from other
schools.”*®

Misunderstanding did not account for all the absent children, however. In Sheffield, as
in other parts of the country, some parents who had previously registered their children
for evacuation now called at their schools to say that they had changed their minds
about sending them away."” In the event, the headmaster of Woodbourn Boys® School
(mentioned above) later recorded that less than half of those children who had been

registered had actually been evacuated.”

On Monday 28 August, in the evacuable areas throughout England and Scotland those
children whose parents did agree to their removal arrived at their schools for rehearsal.
Secondary school children in the danger zones whose parents wished them to be
evacuated had been registered at elementary schools close to their homes. These
children, together with mothers with young children, also arrived for the rehearsals.
They were joined by large numbers of adults - women, on the whole - who had
volunteered to be helpers and escorts in time of emergency. These were mainly
members of the Women’s Voluntary Service, Red Cross, St John’s Ambulance Brigade,
and wives of teachers. All came with their luggage and a day’s food supply, prepared
for a full-scale evacuation practice. Teachers checked kit, inspected gas-masks and
handed out two identification labels to each child - one to be attached to the luggage

and the other to be fastened to the child’s outdoor clothing.?' Everyone marched in

12 The Sheffield Star: 26.8.39, p.5

19 ibid.

20 1 og book: Woodbourn Boys® School, entry 2.9.39

21 R Padley “The Exodus” in R Padley & M Cole (eds): Evacuation Survey, p.37
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crocodile to local departure points; then, as transport had not been laid on for the

rehearsal, they marched back to school and went home.*

There was no mistake about instructions this time, yet the situation in Sheffield on this
Monday was hardly better than it had been two days earlier. School log books record
the results: “Only a very small number turned up”,23 “Response meagre”,24 were typical
entries. Out of nearly 1,000 scholars at Carbrook Council School, for instance, less
than a third had been registered by their parents for evacuation and only approximately
one hundred school children reported for the full-scale rehearsal.”® It was clear that
many of the parents who had responded favourably to registration calls earlier in the
year had had a change of heart in the intervening period. It may be held that the attitude
of this school’s headmaster, who was also the evacuation leader, had hardly encouraged
a good response from his party, for he made plain his scathing view of the operation in
the school log book: “The whole affair has shown that the majority of people are

indifferent to scare-mongering. ™

While in some parts of the country evacuation
rehearsals continued for several days,”” Sheffield children attended their schools after
the Monday practice and resumed their normal work until the Th