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For most civilians in Britain the first and biggest effect of the Second World War was the mass evacuation of children from towns and 
cities to the countryside. In September 1939, even before the war had officially started, many thousands of people were evacuated. 
Many families were split apart as young children were sent to places of safety. For many of these young children it must have felt like 
they were being sent to another planet. 
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So many children were evacuated to foster homes in the countryside 
because the British Government expected cities and important towns 
to be destroyed by enemy aircraft. In the years leading up to the 
Second World War some experts feared that as many as four million 
people could be killed in enemy bombing. It was therefore seen as 
vital to get all those who were considered vulnerable, including school 
children, pregnant women and mothers with small children, invalids 
and the blind, to places of safety. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Black and white photograph taken about 1939 or 1940. Miss 
Miller's Class at the St George's Road Primary School in Wallasey, 
Cheshire, prior to evacuation (LEEWW : 2003.2442.2.7) 
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Black and white photograph taken in 1942 showing Patricia Land and her mother. 'This is my 
mother at Southampton Central with me and all the luggage, on our way to be evacuated to her 
Auntie and Uncle near East Grinstead.' (LEEWW : 2003.2405.2.5) 
 

No one was forced to be evacuated, but parents were made very 
aware of the dangers of the coming war. When war started in 1939 
evacuees assembled in school playgrounds around the country 
before setting off for the special trains that would take them to 
their new homes. All evacuees had labels attached to their coats 
and each carried a gas mask and a case or bag. This was an 
anxious time for many parents, especially for the fathers who 
knew they might be called up to fight. This might be the last time 
they saw their children for a very long time. 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 
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Page from booklet produced by the Education Department of London 
City Council, 30 March 1939, entitled 'The Government's Evacuation 
Scheme'. List of clothing and food etc for evacuees to take with them. 
(LEEWW : 2003.2470.1.2) 
 

No one was forced to be evacuated, but parents were made very 
aware of the dangers of the coming war. When war started in 1939 
evacuees assembled in school playgrounds around the country 
before setting off for the special trains that would take them to 
their new homes. All evacuees had labels attached to their coats 
and each carried a gas mask and a case or bag. This was an 
anxious time for many parents, especially for the fathers who 
knew they might be called up to fight. This might be the last time 
they saw their children for a very long time. 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 
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Evacuee ticket dated 7 May 1940 (LEEWW : 2000.634.3.10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

No one was forced to be evacuated, but parents were made very 
aware of the dangers of the coming war. When war started in 1939 
evacuees assembled in school playgrounds around the country 
before setting off for the special trains that would take them to 
their new homes. All evacuees had labels attached to their coats 
and each carried a gas mask and a case or bag. This was an 
anxious time for many parents, especially for the fathers who 
knew they might be called up to fight. This might be the last time 
they saw their children for a very long time. 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 
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Evacuee ticket (LEEWW : 2003.2021.3.2) 
 

No one was forced to be evacuated, but parents were made very 
aware of the dangers of the coming war. When war started in 1939 
evacuees assembled in school playgrounds around the country 
before setting off for the special trains that would take them to 
their new homes. All evacuees had labels attached to their coats 
and each carried a gas mask and a case or bag. This was an 
anxious time for many parents, especially for the fathers who 
knew they might be called up to fight. This might be the last time 
they saw their children for a very long time. 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 
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Evacuee ticket for hand baggage (LEEWW : 2000.634.3.9) 
 

No one was forced to be evacuated, but parents were made very 
aware of the dangers of the coming war. When war started in 1939 
evacuees assembled in school playgrounds around the country 
before setting off for the special trains that would take them to 
their new homes. All evacuees had labels attached to their coats 
and each carried a gas mask and a case or bag. This was an 
anxious time for many parents, especially for the fathers who 
knew they might be called up to fight. This might be the last time 
they saw their children for a very long time. 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 
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The evacuation went largely according to plan but there were mix ups and confusion. For 
example, school groups which should have been evacuated together were sometimes split 
up with the children ending up at different destinations. Some villages received more 
evacuees then expected or even had evacuees arrive unexpectedly. There was also a 
shortage of homes willing or able to take in evacuees, and sometimes brothers and sisters 
had to be placed with different families. 
 
Evacuees were placed with strangers who were prepared to take them in, although some 
parents arranged privately for their children to stay with friends or relatives in the country 
rather than take part in the Government evacuation scheme. Whether a child ended up with 
a family they liked was often down to luck and evacuation could be very upsetting for 
young children. 
 
Muriel Booth Wartime letter written to parents (LEEWW : 2000.699.2.3) 
 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 

Find out what made 
Judy Shinn sad 
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Evacuees were sent to safety all over the country and children could find themselves in homes very different to their own, where even 
the accents and the way people spoke could sound very strange. Many evacuees came from poor families living in big cities and many 
in Britain were only dimly aware of the appalling conditions the poor lived in. Evacuation brought the reality of poverty into many 
people’s homes.  Evacuee children might have head lice or nits and the idea of having a regular bath was an alien concept to some 
children. A lot of foster homes were shocked to hear small children use bad language. Evacuee children might also have to deal with 
new and strange foods and eating habits or living in houses without electricity or running water. However it would certainly be wrong 
to say that every child had a bad experience of being evacuated.  For many it was a genuinely exciting time exposing them to a whole 
new way of life and many became good friends with their foster families. 

 
 

Read about Camilla Pisani’s 
experiences of evacuee’s parents 

Find out about  
Mrs Shoulder’s experiences 

Find out what made 
Judy Shinn sad 
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While evacuee children could be sent a long way from home they were not totally cut 
off from their families. Many parents would visit their children while they were away 
or arrange for brief holidays. But by far the most common way of keeping in touch in 
the days before email, mobile phones and texting was through letter writing.  
 
Letter from her father in France to Shirley Cheves (LEEWW : 2000.2033.2.1) 
 
 

Find out what made 
Judy Shinn sad 
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Many children only experienced evacuation for a few months and by December 1939 almost 
half the schoolchildren who had been evacuated were back at home with their parents. The 
feared massive destruction of towns and cities had not happened. The discomforts of living in 
the country and frictions with host families were also factors, but one of the biggest reasons 
so many returned must have been that parents simply found it too painful having their 
children so far away from home. 
 
Letter written to Ron Hopper from his nephew and niece (LEEWW : 2000.417.3.23)
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However in June 1940 Germany conquered France and the German air force, the Luftwaffe, 
began its air battle with the RAF. Bombing raids on British cities increased and there was a 
real threat of invasion. Children from London and other major British cities were evacuated, 
as were those children who lived within ten miles of the South coast. This time the 
evacuation was better organized, but nowhere near as many children were evacuated in 1940 
as there had been in 1939. Many parents simply did not want to send their children away. 
 
Letter written to Ron Hopper from his nephew and niece (LEEWW : 2000.417.3.23)
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As the war went on the threat of bombing eased and most children 
returned home for the last time. However there was one final phase of 
evacuation in June 1944 when the Germans began to attack with their 
flying bombs, the V1 and V2 rockets. Most evacuees came from 
London and the South East coast. In April 1945 with the war in Europe 
finally coming to an end the Government made arrangements for 
evacuees to return home, although evacuation did not formerly end 
until March 1946. 
 
Black and white photograph of V1 falling on London (LEEWW : 
2005.2933) 
  

Read how 
evacuation affected 
some children 
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 ‘Some of my earliest memories go back to the time when, at the age of four years, I was standing 
in line at a local school, with my brother Tom and lots of other young children as we were 
awaiting transport to take us miles away from our parents and homes in London for evacuation at 
the start of the Second World War. We were each labelled with our names and ages and given a 
carrier bag of tinned food, which I remember was too heavy for me to carry…’ 
 
‘For several months we were shunted around from one billet to another and with one of these we 
had to share with several other evacuees.  I recall that in this small house, we were made to sleep 
in a big double bed, top and tail with boys and girls all in together. It was not surprising that 
among these small children, incontinence problems were experienced and it does not leave a lot to 
the imagination to guess just what the environment was like, especially as quite often, the sheets 
were just dried by the fire and put back on to the bed. I also recall that the older children 
belonging to the parents at that particular establishment, used to enjoy playful ‘torturing’ of us 
evacuees when left alone, by stringing us up by our hair to a nail in the wall.’ 
 
 
 

 
 
Brief Biography 
Mrs VJ Shoulder (née Curtis) was only four years old when evacuated, along with her brother Tom, from her home in the East End of 
London in 1939. After a number of billets she was eventually evacuated to a family living in a small village on the Welsh border near 
Leominster, Herefordshire. 
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‘… at the tender age of no more than six, I was expected to help with the housework which 
sometimes included black-leading the kitchen range and scrubbing the stone floored passage and 
front door step.  The cottage was very antiquated with no electricity nor running water.  For 
drinking purposes, it was necessary to take a bucket some way up the road and place this under a 
water spout, (which ran under ground from a local well), to be collected some hours later.  
Washing water was obtained from the river which ran about fifty yards from the back door, unless 
it rained heavily when it would be much closer!  It was usually my job to collect the bucket which 
sometimes be full of overflowing and therefore too heavy for me to manage so accordingly, by the 
time that I reached home, my shoes and socks would be saturated, which of course incurred the 
wrath of Mrs Newman.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Brief Biography 
Mrs VJ Shoulder (née Curtis) was only four years old when evacuated, along with her brother Tom, from her home in the East End of 
London in 1939. After a number of billets she was eventually evacuated to a family living in a small village on the Welsh border near 
Leominster, Herefordshire. 
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‘On 1st September 1939, my sister, Pam, and I were evacuated, along with all our school – Eltham 
Central – to Deal in Kent. We were going to travel by train, and the excitement of the train ride 
allayed fears of leaving home to some extent. However, on arrival in Deal, the reality of the situation 
dawned. The children, labelled with their names, each clutched their one small case and a square 
cardboard box containing a gas mask. We were all clustered together waiting to be selected by the 
noble people who had agreed to look after evacuees. Whilst others were taken to their new homes, it 
seemed a very long time before our turn came. Our carers had no children but were on the whole 
very kind to us.’ 
 
‘The happiest days were when we came down from our bedroom and on the mantelpiece would be a 
letter from home and it would be in an envelope painted by my father, usually humorous, and the 
painting incorporated our addresses in Deal and, of course, we just thrilled to see that.’ 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Brief biography 
Judy Shinn (née Crisp) was evacuated along with her sister Pam and her entire school in September 1939 from Eltham in London to 
Deal in Kent. Judy Shinn’s father, a sign-writer and talented amateur artist, kept the girls entertained and amused with his humorous 
illustrated envelopes and letters to them during their time as evacuees.
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‘And what it was an elderly father being looked after by his unmarried daughter. I suppose she was 
approaching fifty I would think.  She didn’t seem old to me.  I suppose by twelve you have got a 
better judgement, haven’t you.  But she was so lovely to me.  I think I became her daughter, and I 
don’t think I had ever experienced before that anybody who praised me so much, and everything I 
did she thought was “very good, very well done”, and she actually came along with me to school 
one morning and said to the teacher – it was probably at assembly because there was a piano there – 
“You must listen to Judy singing to descant to All Through The Night”.  So the children, the rest of 
the class, knew it so there am I singing this descant.  I don’t think the teacher was impressed.  
Nothing came from it. But singing was the one thing in my life I really wanted to do. If I could have 
become a professional singer I would have been very, totally fulfilled.  It wasn’t to be.  But that you 
see marvellous that she thought that was wonderful and so that was, you know, a relatively happy 
time, but I still missed my parents greatly.’ 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Brief biography 
Judy Shinn (née Crisp) was evacuated along with her sister Pam and her entire school in September 1939 from Eltham in London to 
Deal in Kent. Judy Shinn’s father, a sign-writer and talented amateur artist, kept the girls entertained and amused with his humorous 
illustrated envelopes and letters to them during their time as evacuees.
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‘But I do, even now I can feel the loneliness of the situation, and this lovely lady wanted so much to, 
I think enhance my education, and she wanted me to join her and her father.  Of an evening he 
played classical music, so I had to wait outside the door after their dinner and I heard the 
conversation going on, “Do we have to that wretched child in here”?’ 
 
‘Which destroyed, you know, the wonderful notion of the whole thing.  I mean she was so lovely.’ 
 
‘So, of course, I sat through this evening, because she got her way.  I sat through this evening, but of 
course, it was marred.  I was so conscious of this elderly gentleman not wanting me to be there.  So 
that, that didn’t happen again and sort of life just went on for a while after that and then I returned 
home and…’ 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Brief biography 
Judy Shinn (née Crisp) was evacuated along with her sister Pam and her entire school in September 1939 from Eltham in London to 
Deal in Kent. Judy Shinn’s father, a sign-writer and talented amateur artist, kept the girls entertained and amused with his humorous 
illustrated envelopes and letters to them during their time as evacuees. 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR EXPERIENCE CENTRE 

 EDUCATION: THE HOME FRONT  
 

© The Second World War Experience Centre: contents may be copied or reproduced for use in schools or colleges  
without further permission 

http://www.war-experience.org/education/homefront/evacuation/default.asp 
 

 
Evacuation in Wartime Britain: Camilla Pisani Biography Page 1 of 1

 
 
‘I do remember one woman who was not pleased with her daughter’s billet, brought her home and 
turned up at our office with a bowl of lice (mercifully dead) which she threw at us saying she had 
collected them from her daughter’s hair!’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Brief Biography 
Mrs Camilla Pisani worked as a volunteer driver for the London County Council at the beginning of the Second World War. She 
helped transport evacuees with physical or mental disabilities to special billets or schools in country areas and also arranged transport 
for expectant mothers, generally by London County Council special School Coaches or ambulances. She later worked as a Transport 
Officer for the Education Department, organizing and supervising evacuations through Paddington Station in London. 



THE SECOND WORLD WAR EXPERIENCE CENTRE 

 EDUCATION: THE HOME FRONT  
 

© The Second World War Experience Centre: contents may be copied or reproduced for use in schools or colleges  
without further permission 

http://www.war-experience.org/education/homefront/evacuation/default.asp 
 

 
Evacuation in Wartime Britain: Margaret Mitchell Biography Page 1 of 1

 
 
 
 
Brief Biography 
Margaret Mitchell (née Baker) worked in Middlesbrough as a Nursery Class assistant during the Second World War. She also served 
with the local Civil Defence between 1939 and 1942. 
 

‘The Hall had been requisitioned by Middlesbrough Council for evacuees. Ten two to five year 
olds were there, being cared for by teachers and local domestic staff. The ‘Buzz Bombs’ (German 
V1 rockets) had started flying over Reigate on their way to London, which meant that Spurgeon’s 
Orphanage was in danger. So children and staff were evacuated. The nursery age children were 
sent, with escorts, by bus to the Hall. 
 
I see those dear little children in my memory and I recall their Christian names. A pretty blue 
eyed blonde called Alison. Her mother had died and her Daddy had gone down on HMS Hood. 
Then Charlie, Brian, Peter and a bundle of fun called Rosemary. 
 
But the one who tore my heartstrings was Jimmy. He was a skinny little chap, with a dead white 
face, eyes like two black currants and wiry fair hair which stuck out in spikes. His Daddy had 
been killed when his mother was pregnant, he had been born in a shelter during an air raid on 
London then latter, in another raid, he had been thrown from a blazing building into a Fire 
Brigade blanket. His mother had died in the fire. He wet the bed every night and often had 
nightmares. Sometimes he would waken me by coming to my bed, shivering and sobbing “I’m 
fwightened”. So I just gathered him into my arms – all wet and smelly – and cuddled and 
comforted him till we both fell asleep.’ 
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Mrs Judy Shinn ‘The happiest days were when we came down from our bedroom and on the mantelpiece would be a letter from 
home and it would be in an envelope painted by my father, usually humorous, and the painting incorporated our addresses in Deal and, 
of course, we just thrilled to see that.’  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


