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THE WARTIME HOUSE

In the Second World War (1939–45) the people of Britain found their homes in the front line. Cities became targets for bombs, and just as houses and flats were wrecked by fire and high explosive, so too were families broken, hopes dashed, loves lost. For people under daily and nightly stress, home became a refuge and a rallying point; their homes were what they were fighting to protect. The war swept away some old barriers: united in a common cause, people mingled more freely, spoke to neighbours, helped passers-by and welcomed strangers into their homes – as refugees, evacuees, bomb-victims, or passing acquaintances in need of a sit-down and a cup of tea. At home everyone got used to ‘going without’ and the domestic battlefield was littered with the munitions of a new kind of war: air-raid shelters, blackout curtains, ration books, stirrup pumps, gas masks, cold dinners, chilly baths, hand-knitted socks, pig bins, Utility furniture and Woolton pie.

When in 1945 houses across Britain were hung with flags to celebrate victory, people could see only too clearly the damage that six years of war had wrought, with gaping holes where streets and homes once stood. In the heady days of celebration, people dreamed of new towns and streets, new homes in a brave new world. The most optimistic dreams were unrealized, but the landscape of Britain today reflects decisions taken by post-war planners, faced with the challenge of rebuilding a nation for which the wartime house had become a symbol of its people’s endurance under fire.


SIRENS SOUND

In March 1938 Home Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare broadcast to Britain. ‘If the emergency arose, I know you would come in your hundreds of thousands,’ he intoned, calling for volunteers to become air-raid wardens. His appeal at first attracted little response. It was only 20 years since the end of the Great War, ‘the war to end wars’, when the victors had spoken of a new world harmony and ‘homes for heroes’. Yet the 1920s and 1930s had brought only an uneasy peace, the Great Depression and the rise of Hitler in Nazi Germany. People were not ready for another war.

By 1938, with the worst of the world economic recession over, factories were busy again and housebuilding was booming. More than 4 million new homes had been built since the First World War; in 1938 a couple setting up home could buy a suburban semi-detached house for under £600, taking a mortgage with a building society. Councils were building homes for rent. The London County Council had 86,000 such homes and nearly 400,000 tenants, on estates such as Becontree in Essex (120,000 people in 1939), and Downham in south-east London, which for its 29,000 residents had just one cinema and one pub.

Rows of new private homes sprawled onto green fields and along stretches of coast. The semi-detached homes and bungalows irritated ‘progressive’ architects; commercial builders and most buyers shunned ‘modernist’ homes (functional, undecorated and open-plan) in favour of mock-Tudor (or mock something else) with brick walls, pitched tiled roofs, bay windows with wooden frames, glass-panelled front doors, small gardens and garages. To their owners, these homes offered a mix of uniformity and individuality. The ‘semi’ was compact: unlike many a Victorian town house it had no rooms for servants – only the rich could still afford maids and cooks. Smaller still were older terraced houses and workers’ cottages, home to millions in town and country; some pre-1914 homes lacked inside toilets and bathrooms, and had gaslight rather than electricity, but the worst of the 19th-century slums had been replaced by council houses and flats.

In September 1938 Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain flew back from his Munich meeting with Adolf Hitler, clutching a ‘peace’ agreement. Few believed he had won anything other than a breathing-space. The question was not if war would come, but when. Londoners gazed up at barrage balloons and wondered about the safety of their homes. In demonstrations of civic readiness, borough emergency services displayed their skills, banners proclaiming that ‘national service is the business of the citizen’.

The wail of air-raid sirens on 3 September 1939 confirmed worst fears: it was war. Commuters glanced at press advertisements with fresh interest: concrete shelters available from £30; £5 extra if semi-sunk. The peacetime house was about to become the wartime house.


PROVIDENCE MADE REAL

Typical of 1930s municipal flats was Providence House in Poplar, east London. Built in 1935, as part of a slum-clearance scheme, this five-storey block had 80 flats, each with a bathroom and hot water from a boiler, and there was a communal washing-line in the courtyard. A two-bedroom flat cost 11s 6d (57p) a week; a three-bedroom flat 13s 6d (67p). Providence House survived the war, with some damage, but was demolished in 1981.




TAKE COVER

At first people were bombarded by the Ministry of Information: told how to dig trenches; how to place sandbags to shield windows; how to douse fires with a stirrup pump; how to dispose of incendiary bombs with a scoop and sand-bucket. Shelter-trenches in public spaces were for use only by ‘people passing through the streets’. Those who could, should go home – provided they could do so within five minutes. Others should shelter at their workplace.

For months nothing much happened. This was the ‘Phoney War’: no bombs fell, cinemas reopened and life went on more or less as usual. In the spring and summer of 1940, war became real: the Nazis overran Norway, Denmark and the Low Countries; after Dunkirk came the fall of France, the threat of invasion, the Battle of Britain and the start of the Blitz. Air raids on Britain’s cities began in earnest in September 1940. In London at the peak of the Blitz about 150,000 people sheltered nightly in Underground stations. Night after night cities across the country became targets.

The most widely used home shelter was the Anderson, named after Sir John Anderson, the architect of air-raid protection before the war. Two million Anderson shelters were issued; they cost £7, but were free to people earning less than £5 a week. Measuring 6½ by 4½ feet (2 x 1.4m), the corrugated-steel arched shelter was partly buried in a hole up to 4 feet (1.2m) deep, then covered with soil. It was remarkably bomb-proof (unless suffering a direct hit) but tended to flood after rain, which made sheltering a chilly experience – even with flasks of tea, blankets and hot-water bottles.

Fearing enemy planes would drop poison gas as well as high explosive, the government advised people to turn one room into a gas-proof ‘refuge room’, and issued 38 million gas masks. Women’s League of Health and Beauty members cavorted in gas masks, to encourage their use, but most people hated wearing them. The masks had to be kept cool and dry, so shops tried to sell containers ‘to protect your gas mask against bad weather’. As the fear of gas attack receded, many masks were left at home to become post-war mementoes.

The Morrison shelter for indoor use appeared in 1941. It was basically a steel cage, holding four people at a squeeze. Its flat top was good for table tennis and it made a fine den for children’s games, but it was a lifesaver too. Under the stairs was the next safest place at home; in a cellar, people feared being buried under rubble. As the Blitz went on, more people defiantly or recklessly stayed indoors, trying to ignore the racket outside.


BLACKED OUT, BOMBED OUT

Evenings at home in 1940–41 were seldom free from the drone of aircraft overhead, the thump of anti-aircraft guns, and the crashes and thuds of bombs and falling masonry. The ‘all clear’ sirens brought relief – but only until the next night.

At night-time, blackness descended: no street lamps; no bright shop windows; cars and buses moving cautiously with hooded headlamps. A nationwide blackout meant all windows, skylights and glazed doors had to be screened so no light showed to guide enemy planes. Shops ran out of cloth for blackout curtains, in blue and dark green as well as black. Blinds and small windows could be painted with a wash made from size, lamp-black powder and hot water. When someone forgot to switch off the hall light before opening the front door, the ARP warden’s cry of ‘Put that light out’ passed into legend. The Home Office suggested that ‘some people perhaps will only use one or two rooms at night ...’ forgetting, or unaware, that few ordinary families had houses so spacious that they could choose in which room they would pass the evening. One grand home that was bombed was Buckingham Palace; on 13 September 1940, Queen Elizabeth was removing an eyelash from King George VI’s eye when a bomb exploded in the quadrangle outside.

Air raids were nerve-racking; some children found them exciting but grumbled when roused from their beds night after night. London’s Swan & Edgar sold siren suits ‘to keep the children warm and cosy in an emergency
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